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Strategies of Authorship by Ethnic Minorities: Construction of Identity by 
Three Chinese-American Writers 
Abstract: 
The United States is a multi-cultural nation which has a surprising power to 
assimilate the ethnic and racial "others" into the Anglo-American majority in 
American society. My research will focus on the question of how Chinese-American 
writers, being the ethnic minority in the American society, present the possibilities of 
assimilation of the Chinese-American subjects in literature. The idea of identity in 
the marginalized ethnic minorities is a focus of interest of scholars of different fields 
nowadays. My study aims to discuss how the Chinese-American writers depict their 
Americanization in their work. These writers try to negotiate between their 
Americanness and Chinese ethnicity. My research, therefore, uses the works of both 
Chinese-American male and female writers to discuss the way Chinese-Americans 
construct their Chinese ethnicity. 
In order to examine the complex process of Chinese-American subject 
formation, my research will evaluate the works of a male writer and two female 
writers: Frank Chin's Donald Duk and Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior 
and Amy Tan's The Bonesetter s Daughter. These texts are used to discuss the 
articulation of race, history and language in defining Chinese-American subjects and 
to examine the gendered differences in the process of Chinese-American identity 
formation. In addition, my study will explore how their gendered differences 
influence the way they present the image of their ancestral land -- China, and argue 
that the male writers tend to look for the China image from the public sector whereas 
the female writers the domestic. 
By looking into different genres in my study, Kingston's autobiography, Chin's 
and Tan's novels, I will demonstrate the varieties in the complicate process of 
identity construction, and analyze these marginalized writers' noticeable styles of 
representing their past, their motherland and their ancestral culture in their works. 
My study will discuss how the Chinese-American writers reconstruct their past in 
literary contexts as a kind of response to and reaction against their historical 
exclusion and cultural marginalization in the American society. The Chinese-
American writers construct their ethnicity through finding a historical positioning. 
Moreover, the reconstruction of the past also brings forth the issue of the use of 
Chinese classics and myths by the Chinese-American writers in defining their culture 
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and subjectivity. In the latter part of my research, I will turn my focus to the 
discussion of the debate about the use of Chinese myths and traditions in Chin's and 
Kingston's works and their accuracy. I will discuss the conception of the relationship 
between tradition and authorship. Culture is no longer rigidly based on traditions. 
Chinese-American writers try to reconstruct their Chinese ethnicity through the 
presentation and reconstitution of the Chinese traditions, and they in fact create a 
new，fluid and instrumental "Chinese" culture in the Chinese-American context. 
Finally，my research stresses the importance of the influence of this culture not only 
in the formation of identity within the Chinese ethnic group but also in the 







































Ethnicity and Novel Writing in the Multicultural Society 
Chapter One 17 
Working Against Assimilation: 
Reassurance of Her Chinese Cultural Ethnicity in Her Memoirs 
Chapter Two 46 
Breaking the Mirage of the Assimilating Culture: 
Empowering One's Identity by Embracing One's Ethnic Culture 
Chapter Three 74 
Emerging of Two Different Identities: 
Ethnicity Formation by Means of Adjustment 
Conclusion 101 
Articulating One's Ethnicity: Moving to a Larger Self 
Selected Bibliography 109 
vi 
Introduction: Ethnicity and Novel Writing in the Multicultural Society 
"You must not tell anyone," my mother said, "what 
I am about to tell you. In China your father had a 
sister who killed herself. She jumped into the family 
well. We say that your father has all brothers because 
it is as if she had never been bom.... 
Whenever she had to warn us about life, my mother 
told stories that ran like this one, a story to grow up 
on. She tested our strength to establish realities. 
Those in the emigrant generations who could not 
reassert brute survival died young and far from home. 
Those of us in the first American generations have 
had to figure out how the invisible world the 
emigrants built around our childhoods fits in solid 
America.... 
Chinese-Americans, when you try to understand 
what things in you are Chinese, how do you separate 
what is peculiar to childhood, to poverty, insanities, 
one family, your mother who marked your growth 
with stories, from what is Chinese? What is Chinese 
tradition and what is the movies? 
~ Maxine Hong Kingston, The Woman Warrior 
Surely, the problem of identity crisis is not a problem encountered solely by Maxine 
Hong Kingston. The great sense of loss and the urgency to search for one's identity 
are social phenomena resulting from the emergence of pluralism, multiracialism and 
globalization in the modem world. The social changes caused by migration taking 
place during the last two centuries may give rise to a question of one's own personal 
identity and values; but more importantly, they lead to the complication of the 
concept of ethnicity and the collective identity of different racial or ethnic groups. 
Especially in those multiracial and multicultural countries like the United States, 
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one's nationality is insufficient to define one's cultural and ethnic identity. The racial 
minorities, instead of simply being referred to as Americans, they are called, like 
Kingston, Chinese-Americans, or Afro-Americans, Italian-Americans or 
Japanese-Americans etc. They are the "hyphenated Americans" and the ambivalence 
in their identity is revealed through the expression "hyphenate" used to define their 
ethnicities. Sometimes, there are even conflicts amongst one's national identity, race, 
cultural identity and ethnicity. In fact, one's nationality is merely an external and 
superficial marker of one's identity whereas the ethnicity can somehow offer a more 
emotional and internal sense of identity. So, what is ethnicity and what is the ethnic 
identity of racial minority groups? How do ethnic minority groups construct their 
ethnicity in relation to literary writing? 
Ethnicity and Its Importance to the Identity of a Racial Minority Community 
On the surface, "ethnicity", "ethnic group", "ethnic" and "ethnic identity" seem to be 
words of clear and concrete meaning; however, they are amongst the most 
complicated words that have aroused the attention of the philosophers, social 
scientists, psychologists and anthropologists. In fact, the concept of ethnicity 
deserves the interest of so many scholars because they all agree with the fact that 
ethnic ties offer the primary identity to a person in the modem world of rootlessness, 
deracination and alienation. Manning Nash believes that: 
Ethnic ties have been bundled together with other 
kinds of deep, core, and primary bonds suffused with 
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affect into a category of "primordial" lies. Primordial 
ties lie at the core of the person. They form the basic 
identity, and they are the markers of humanity that 
come to the person at the earliest periods of 
socialization, before there is a filter of rejection and 
acceptance. Primordial ties are thus the social 
expression the psychological basis of identity, 
selfhood, and of others who are like the self, and yet 
others who are different from self.' 
At the same time, Johan Leman tries to give a definition for the terminology; he 
explains that ethnicity is a "subjective, symbolic or emblematic use...of any aspect 
of culture, in order to differentiate [oneself]...from other groups" (Brass 1991: 19) 
and "the ethnic boundary...defines the groups" (Barth 1969: 15). It is a distinctive 
marker which does not only identify an individual from the other but also identifies 
one racial group from another. In fact, most scholars agree with the idea that 
"ethnicity" is an emotionally charged word and it provides a collective cultural 
identity to an ethnic group on a psychological and emotional basis. 
It is undeniable that the concepts of "race," "culture" and "ethnicity" are closely 
related. Ethnic groups are sometimes differentiated by their racial differences. 
"Race" has been used as a marker for the physical differences between humans; 
however, both the words "race" and "ethnicity" are less than five hundred years old. 
They were conceptualized after the rise of nation-states in Europe. The earliest use of 
the concept "race" has been found in Foxe's Book of Martyrs in 1570 to illustrate the 
set of persons so designated were Abraham's lineage. From that time onwards, the 
1 Nash, Manning. The Caldron of Ethnicity in the Modern World, p.4. 
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terminology "race" has designated for a set of people who were of common descent. 
Yet, the idea of race as lineage has been criticized as being too ambiguous in 
classification of humans. It mainly focuses on the physical, external and biological 
differences between humans of different descendent lineages. This kind of 
prejudgment about individuals based upon outward differences of skin color and 
even costume is inflexible. It undermines the importance of the cultural 
characteristics in constructing one's identity. Thus, unlike blood-group classification, 
the phrase "ethnic group" which is acquired the additional meanings emerges: 
It is very desirable that the term race as applied 
human groups should be dropped from the vocabulary 
of science.... In other animals the term sub-species 
has been substituted for "race". In man...what we 
observe is the relative isolation of groups, their 
migration and their crossing. In what follows the 
word race will be deliberately avoided and the term 
(ethnic) group or people employed. 
(Hurley and Haddon 1935: 91-2, original italics) 
Instead of studying the organic characters of a race by means of population genetics, 
social scientists try to explain the identity of ethnic groups by the methods of 
studying their cultural characteristics. 
Indeed, ethnicity has been originally used as synonym for race for referring to large 
groups, often coterminous with nations or bigger than nations and usually majorities 
in Europe, but the multiracialism in the United States has brought complexity to the 
notion of ethnicity. The new usage, usually referred to as secondary ethnicity, is used 
to refer to different racial minority groups in the United States whose their "ethnic 
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alignment [does not] coincide with national alignment". Banton claims that these 
ethnic groups like Chinese-Americans and Japanese-Americans "compare 
themselves with one another within a framework of shared citizenship"^. As I 
mentioned earlier, the hyphenated expression of the minority ethnic groups in 
America reflects their ambivalent identity. They are usually trapped between their 
Americanness and their ethnicity. At the same time, there is an easily noticeable 
problem that: 
Children of immigrant parents are not obliged to 
identify with their parent's or to speak its language. 
To get children to do this, there has to be a social 
organization which offers emotional and/or material 
rewards to those who maintain the cultural 
characteristics of the migrant instead of conforming to 
the expectations of the ethnic majority in the new 
country. (Banton 39) 
Unlike the physical appearance, the cultural characteristics are more flexibly chosen. 
Those hyphenated Americans may identify themselves as members of one group, or 
of different groups according to context. In the case of Chinese-Americans, they can 
choose to pick up English ~ the language of the ethnic majority; yet at the same time, 
they can also choose to lead a Chinese style of living. Thus, race and ethnicity in the 
United States are simply a biological or cultural heritage. Usually, ethnicity is also 
regarded as something socially constructed. In fact, in The Woman Warrior, both 
Kingston and her mother are actively constructing their ethnic identity respectively 
through the act of "talking story". They are constructing their ethnic identity in every 
2 Banton, Michael. Ethnic and Racial Consciousness, p. 38. 
5 
aspect. 
Language and the Authoring of One's Identity 
According to Manning Nash, there are building blocks which help to create one's 
ethnic identity. "The building blocks of ethnicity have been the body...SL 
language...a. shared history and origins., .religion.. .nationality" (Nash 5-6). 
Amongst all these building blocks of ethnicity, the body is the most obvious and the 
most inflexible outward maker of one's ethnicity. It refers to "a biological component 
expressed as blood, genes, bone, flesh, or other common 'substance' shared among 
group members" (p.5). Truly, the external physical maker, such as one's skin color 
and lineage, is the essential element for identifying one's race and defining one's 
racial identity; but it is inadequate in constructing one's ethnicity completely. Such 
problem is revealed in many ethnic minority groups. Indeed, Kingston reveals in her 
memoirs that her experience as being a Chinese externally without the knowledge of 
the Chinese culture is merely a "Ho Chi Kuei" ~ a "Good Foundation Ghost": 
I've been looking up "Ho Chi Kuei", which is what 
the immigrants call us - Ho Chi Ghosts. "Well, Ho 
Chi Kuei," they say, "what silliness have you been up 
to now?" "That's a Ho Chi Kuei for you," they say, no 
matter what we've done...I don't know any Chinese I 
can ask without getting myself scolded or 
teased.. .The immigrants could be saying that we were 
bom on Gold Mountain and have advantages. 
Sometimes they scorn us for having had it so easy, 
and sometimes they're delighted. They also call us 
“Sook Sing," or "Bamboo Nodes".... (The Woman 
Warrior, p. 182) 
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She is not able to construct her Chinese ethnic identity simply with her Chinese 
appearance and heritage. Therefore, some additional qualities are needed in the 
construction of one's ethnicity. 
Undeniably, the act of writing is the best way of constructing one's identity. 
Language is a powerful agent in expressing one's self and one's inner feelings. In 
fact, the genre of autobiography is especially being emphasized for its function of 
self-revelation. Philippe Lejeune, a famous scholar in the study of autobiography, 
claims that in an autobiography: 
The text must be mainly a narrative, but we know 
how important discourse is in autobiographical 
narration. The perspective is mainly retrospective; 
this does not exclude some sections from taking the 
form of the self-portrait, a journal of the work or of 
the contemporary present of the composition, and 
some very complex temporal structures. The subject 
must be primarily individual life, the genesis of the 
personality; but the chronicle and social or political 
history can also be part of the narrative.^ 
Hence, an autobiography is more than a tool for self-portrayal. The act of writing an 
autobiography provides the autobiographer a psychological journey of 
self-knowledge and self-understanding. It is a literary genre which allows its writer 
to have a psychological quest for his/her own identity. At the same time, the narrative 
style of this literary genre bears the function of self-assertion. In most cases, an 
autobiography is narrated in the first-person narrative, the narrator claims him/herself 
3 Lejeune, Philippe. On Autobiography. P. 5. 
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with the pronoun "I" in the narration. The writer can assert his/her self as "I" and the 
subjectivity of the narrator in the text can be affirmed. What is more, the language of 
this genre is not only a kind of communication tool, but it is also a discourse as 
Lejeune claims. Language authorizes its writer the power and the autonomy in 
defining what and which aspect of self should be revealed to the readers. The 
discourse of an autobiography is a vehicle to carry out the subjective will of the 
autobiographer to the readers; and at the same time, it is also a tool for the 
construction of one's identity. 
As a matter of fact, it's not only an autobiography which serves the purpose of 
self-construction; it is the language itself that is closely relate with the subject and 
self of its writer. Paul de Man, in the article "Autobiography as De-Facement", 
claims that all texts are autobiographical, and it is the authorship that asserts the 
author, his subject and his subjectivity. The post-Freudian psychoanalyst, Jacques 
Lacan, suggests the importance of language in relation to one's psyche. As 
influenced by Jacques Saussure, Lacan believes language is a signifying system that 
can be applied to psychoanalysis. He claims that everything is a symbol or a sign and 
there is always a hidden layer of meaning embedded in language: 
At the level of the subject of the enunciation, in so far 
as, according to the sentences, according to the modes, 
it loses itself as much as it finds itself again, and in 
the sense that, in an interjection, in an imperative, in 
an invocation, even in a hesitation, it is always the 
unconscious that presents you with its enigma, and 
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speaks一in short, at the level at which everything that 
blossoms in the unconscious spreads, like mycelium, 
as Freud says about the dream, around a central point. 
It is always a question of the subject qua 
indeterminate.^ 
Indeed, the subject and the self, in the form of unconscious, are hidden in language. 
Hence, language is the signifier of the writer's unconscious. At the same time, 
Lacanian critics suggest that the subjects, like "you" and "me", are always the 
products of language. Language is the revelation of the writer's subject and self in a 
psychological way. The study of the hidden meaning of the signs is actually the 
revelation of the psyche and the unconscious self of the writer. What is more，the 
subjects presented in language are never stable and stationary selves. They largely 
depend on the interaction between the writer and the reader in the act of reading. 
Therefore, the act of writing is a way for the subject to exercise his/her subjectivity 
to the readers through language. 
Hence, a language, according to Nash, is also important in constructing one's 
ethnicity. It is "some spoken and written forms of communication that are thought to 
contain modes of communication, meanings, essences, and stylistic elements 
unavailable in other languages" (Banton 5). Banton also suggests that linguistic 
usage is one of the most distinctive cultural characteristics which characterizes 
hyphenate groups as ethnic ones. A different language is not merely an external 
marker, which demonstrates the differences in the norms of communication amongst 
4 Lacan, Jacques. The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis. P. 26. 
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different ethnic groups; it is also an internal and psychological reminder of difference. 
It is a vehicle which helps one to express one's logic and thoughts. And at the same 
time, it is also a system which guides and affects one's way of thinking. Since 
language is a set of symbols and the cultural system, which constructs, conforms and 
guides the way of thinking, the morality and the values of its speaker, it is a powerful 
social and psychological marker that helps to mould the identity of an ethnic group. 
As a result, many ethnic minority writers tend to make use of the languages of their 
own ethnic groups in their writings. It has become the style of those 
Chinese-American writers, such as Maxine Hong Kingston, Frank Chin and Amy 
Tan, adopted to demonstrate and to construct their Chinese ethnicity amidst their 
Americanness by adding some Chinese linguistic elements in their English-written 
novels. Those Chinese translations in the texts are sometimes meaningless to 
non-Chinese readers in their first glance; yet, they serve the more crucial function of 
adding "Chinese color" and Chineseness to the English texts. In his essay 
"Intelligibility and Meaningfulness"^ Reed Way Dasenbrock has given an insightful 
analysis of the use of Chinese translations in those Chinese-American literary works: 
One motive is simply a realistic one, for the Chinese 
do refer to outsiders by a word most closely translated 
as ghost, even though, as we have seen, the English 
word does not have quite the same semantic field. But 
the second, more important reason is that the 
reiteration of ghost confronts those of us who are not 
‘ Chinese with the different way of using the word and 
hence with a different way of seeing the word. To 
5 Wong, Sau-ling Cynthia (ed). Maxine Hong Kingston ’s The Woman Warrior: a Casebook. Pp. 
159-172. 
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understand ghost in The Woman Warrior, 
non-Chinese readers need to understand the Chinese 
use of the word, which means that we must, 
momentarily at least, leam to see ourselves as ghosts. 
As we experience the word, we also experience a 
perception and a category of thought, and in so doing 
we leam a good deal about Chinese perceptions of us. 
(165) 
As a matter of fact, the Chinese translations help not only to bring in Chinese color to 
the works, they also transmit Chinese perception and thoughts to the non-Chinese 
society, they are the language of the Chinese-Americans in a unique way specially 
used by the Chinese-Americans. They are the "Chinese language" exclusively used 
by this group of Chinese ethnic minority in the States. Hence，these translations 
symbolically represent the uniqueness of the new Chinese ethnic culture of the 
Chinese in America. They demonstrate how the writers attempt to establish and 
confirm their Chinese ethnic identity within their American national identity. 
As ethnicity is emotionally charged, ethnic identity can be built on the basis of “a 
feeling of continuity with the past, a feeling that is maintained as an essential part of 
one's self-defmition，，(De Vos 1975:17), providing "reservoirs for renewing humane 
values. Ethnic memory is thus future, not past, oriented" (Fischer 1986: 176). Ethnic 
groups find it necessary to have a shared history and origin that ‘‘give a sense of 
shared struggle, shared fate, common purpose, and the implication that personal and 
group fate are one and the same thing, with personal fate being itself dependent on 
group survival" (5). The ethnic groups usually look back to the past to search for 
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some usable past and meaning for constructing their historically continuous identity 
with psychic rewards linking to the future. In fact, many ethnic minority writers have 
chosen to construct their ethnicity through rewriting their personal and group history 
in the form of autobiography. It is a good way of representing the self in language as 
Paul de Man explains: 
Voice assumes mouth, eye, and finally face, a chain 
that is manifest in the etymology of the trope's name, 
prosopon poein, to confer a make or a face (prosopon). 
Prosopopeia is the trope of autobiography, by which 
one's name ...is made as intelligible and memorable 
as a face (76).^" 
Therefore, by retelling the story of the "no name aunt", both Kingston and her 
mother are trying to gain a Chinese voice. This Chinese voice would gradually build 
up a Chinese face and image and eventually help in the construction of the Chinese 
ethnicity, creating a tradition out of the past of a culture which can link up the past of 
a culture with the future. In fact, by talking story of the no name aunt, Kingston's 
mother tries to give Kingston a Chinese ethnicity by passing to her daughter a sense 
of a shared history and shared fate. Likewise, Chin's character Donald Duk's dreams 
and Tan's protagonist's mother's story also provide the Chinese-American 
protagonists a sense of ethnic cultural continuity. At the same time, Kingston's action 
of writing a memoir is a psychological journey of revisiting her cultural homeland, 
searching for a historically continuous identity from the past of her ethnic group. 
6 de Man, Paul. "Autobiography as De-Facement" in The Rhetoric of Romanticism. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 1984. 67-81. 
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What is more, religion also serves a crucial role in offering a more perplexing ethnic 
identity to a group. Nash explains that religion amongst all the building blocks of 
ethnicity is: 
The set of beliefs and practices that purport to relate a 
group in a special way to the supernatural; often the 
divide is between religious calling themselves 
different, but other times the differences lie in the 
interpretation of what is ostensibly the same religion. 
(5-6) 
Like a language, religion is one of the main cultural characteristics which marks 
one's ethnic identity; and it is where the essence, the value and the moral of a culture 
lies. It sometimes also represents the spirituality and the philosophy of the ethnic 
group. Indeed, the traditional Chinese religion Taoism is a distinctive marker of 
Chinese ethnicity of Chinese-Americans in the Christianized American society. It 
enables a Chinese culture to be more easily distinguishable in the western Christian 
culture. As de Man has mentioned, all texts are autobiographical, not only writing 
memoirs and autobiographies, but also all types of writing are the process of 
construction and creation of one's identity. Thus, the Chinese-American writers tend 
to construct their Chinese ethnicity for their group through the use of religion in their 
literary works. They usually make use of the Taoist ideas such as ying-yang, the five 
elements of gold, wood, water, fire and earth in their writing to formulate a “Chinese 
face" to their western readers and the dominating ethnic majority in their society. 
They make use of their traditional Taoist religion in order to establish a more 
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distinctive marker for their ethnic identity. They try to build a spiritualized identity 
for their people. 
Having realized the inseparable relationship between language and one's identity, 
this research is conducted with a wish to analyze how the Chinese-American writers 
use their literary writing to construct an ethnic identity for themselves and their 
community. This project is going to discuss the literary works of Maxine Hong 
Kingston, Frank Chin and Amy Tan respectively in the following three chapters. In 
order to examine the complex process of Chinese-American subject formation, I 
would evaluate Frank Chin's latest novel Donald Duk and the female writers Maxine 
Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior and Amy Tan's The Bonesetter ’s Daughter. It 
is the purpose of this study to use these texts to discuss the articulation of both race 
and gender in defining Chinese-American subjects and to see the gendered 
differences in the process of Chinese-American identity formation. Also, it is 
worth-studying how their gendered differences contribute to and influence the way 
they present the image of their ancestral land: China. Next, by looking into different 
genres in my study, Kingston's memoirs, Chin's and Tan's novels, this research aims 
to demonstrate the varieties in the complicate process of identity construction of 
these marginalized writers. Especially in Kingston's autobiography, it is a noticeable 
style of looking for their past, their and their ancestral culture used by the racial 
minority writers in their works. This project will discuss how the Chinese-American 
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writers reconstruct their past in literary context as a kind of response to and reaction 
against their historical exclusion and cultural marginalization by the mainstream, or 
the ethnic majority in the American society. The Chinese-American writers construct 
their ethnicity through finding themselves a historic positioning. 
Moreover, the reconstruction of the past also brings forth the issue of the use of 
Chinese classics and myth by the Chinese-American writers in defining their culture 
and subjectivity. Therefore, I will turn my focus to the discussion of the debate of the 
use of Chinese myths and traditions in Chin's and Kingston's work and their 
accuracy. Kingston's memoirs and Chin's novel give a new definition to the 
conception of the relationship between tradition and authorship. The study aims to 
explore the issue of whether these Chinese-American writers try to reconstruct their 
Chinese ethnicity through the presentation and reconstitution of the Chinese 
traditions or they are in fact creating a new Chinese-American tradition and culture. 
These writers create a fluid and instrumental "Chinese" culture amidst the 
Chinese-American context. Finally, I would conclude my research by stressing the 
importance of the influence of this culture not only in the formation of identity 
within the Chinese ethnic group but also in the establishment the image of 
Chinese-American in the American society as a whole. 
To conclude, when we come to the Post-modem age in which the world has become 
pluralistic, we should not take our identity for granted. One cannot define one's own 
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identity as static and innate, which is simply characterized by his race or physical 
features; nor should one view one's identity as a kind of social role voluntarily being 
taken up without any historical dimension. The emergence of multiracial states has 
problematized the notion of identity. The rise of those hyphenated ethnic groups 
reveals the complication and ambiguity of the concept of modem identity. Identity is 
not static and rigid but it is a process and "becoming". It is no longer simply a 
heritage. Ethnicity can be seen as constructed. Although one's lineage is the essence 
that can provide a partial identity to a person, he/she should actively participate in the 
process of construction in order to have a complete and substantial identity. Writing 
is one of the means for identity construction. Many ethnic minority writers have 
adopted the method of autobiographical writing in constructing their own identity as 
well as the ethnic identity for their groups. They are looking for a more comfortable 
and continuous identity amongst the conflict between their body and nationality. 
They can never deny what lies within their blood, their physical features. However, 
they have to construct themselves a real identity in order to avoid being trapped in 
the embarrassing situation of a hyphenated identity. Truly, writing is a tool which 
gives a voice, a face and finally an identity to its writer, it helps its writer to escape 
from the ambiguous identity between one's national identity and one's racial identity. 
I think about our two faces.. .Which one is American? 
‘ Which one is Chinese? Which one is better...! am 
becoming Chinese...whether I agreed or not: Once 
you are born Chinese, you cannot help but feel and 
think Chinese... And now I also see what part of me is 
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Chinese. It is obvious. It is my family. It is in our 
blood. After all these years, it can finally be let go. 
~ Amy Tan, The Joy Luck Club 
17 
Chapter One: Working Against Assimilation: Reassurance of Her Chinese 
Cultural Ethnicity in Her Memoirs 
Culture in general, and ethnic culture in particular, 
functions in at least four general modalities. First, 
culture is adaptive. Through trial and error, learning 
and experimentation, through play and diligence and 
perseverance, human beings generate ideas about the 
world, methodologies by which to survive and grow, 
and social patterns that integrate human groups with 
their environment, where they live. Second, culture is 
pragmatic.... The idea, belief, or method that works is 
valued. That which appears to accomplish the goal and 
reward the person and group in that accomplishment 
becomes part of the cultural inventory.... Third, culture 
is expressive. Humans must express inner needs and 
demonstrate feelings, attitudes, orientations, beliefs. 
The expressive modality of culture is manifest through 
religion, the arts such as dance, drama, poetry, 
sculpture, painting, and even the culinary art.... Fourth, 
culture is explanatory. Through language, beliefs, 
ideology, philosophy, and religion, explanations are 
provided; explanations that offer a foundation of 
meaning and understanding that creates a perspective 
through which one relates to the world. 
"Ronald A. Reminick, Theory of Ethnicity 
Being the racial minority group in the American society, the hyphenated 
racial-national label fails to offer the Chinese-Americans a comfortable and 
perplexing identity; it gives them merely an embarrassing and ambiguous identity. 
This identity is fragile and is easily swallowed up by the predominating American 
culture in the society. These Chinese-Americans lose their identity either by means of 
assimilation or by means of alienation. Indeed, the four modalities of culture or 
ethnic culture provide the racial minority an extra and more concrete and secure 
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definition of their identity. The ethnic culture offers its people "a foundation of 
meaning and understanding," the ideology and feelings that enable them to establish 
relationship with their fellow ethnic group members in the society as well as with the 
whole American society more confidently. Truly, many Chinese-American writers 
use the literary writings as a means to search for and assert their own ethnic culture. 
The process of writing becomes the journey of searching for and construction of the 
writer's ethnicity. At the same time, the assertion of one's ethnic culture is a means to 
protect one's identity from being scattered by the alienation and assimilation of 
foreign culture. This chapter will focus on the discussion ofMaxine Hong Kingston's 
autobiography, The Woman Warrior. This book is not simply Kingston's life story or 
the autobiography of herself and her family; as stated in the subtitle of the book, it is 
also "memoirs of a girlhood among ghosts". This novel is also a spiritual 
autobiography of the writer as a member of a racial minority living in a foreign 
culture. Kingston presents in her story the psychological journey of constructing her 
identity: revisiting cultural，searching for a historically continuous identity from the 
past of her ethnic group. She experiences her identity crisis in the struggle and the 
competition between her Chineseness and Americanness. She faces both the 
problems of assimilation and alienation in the predominating Anglo-American 
culture. In searching for the culture, values and traditions of her ethnic group, she 
strengthens her ethnic identity. Indeed, as suggested by Ronald A. Reminick, 
Kingston makes use of the expressive modality of culture to consolidate her ethnicity. 
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She gives her ethnic culture and her ethnic group a voice in the American society in 
the form of art and through the act of "talking-story." 
Being the daughter of a pair of Chinese migrants, Maxine Hong Kingston 
experiences a kind of conflict between her Chinese self and her American self as 
most of her fellow Chinese-Americans do. On the one hand, she faces the danger of 
being assimilated by the melting pot of the Anglo-American culture. At this early 
stage of her life, assimilation appears in the form of segregation from one's own 
ethnic community which "is marked by uncertainty in the individual" {Theory of 
Ethnicity, 28). Since she was bom and raised up the American society, she has a 
strong sense of estrangement towards her own racial heritage. To young Kingston 
who has no true understanding for her ethnic culture, her Chineseness is merely a 
marker of her physical appearance, which is inadequate in giving her a substantial 
identity on a psychological basis. The Chinese values, culture, traditions and 
morality are things that seem strange, distant and abstract to her just like the 
unspeakable stories that her mother keeps telling her: 
Whenever she had to warn us about life, my mother 
told stories that ran like this one, a story to grow up 
on. She tested our strength to establish realities. 
Those in the emigrant generations who could not 
reassert brute survival died young and far from home. 
Those of us in the first American generations have 
‘ had to figure out how invisible world the emigrants 
built around our childhoods fits in solid America.... 
Chinese-Americans, when you try to understand what 
things in you are Chinese, how do you separate what 
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is peculiar to childhood, to poverty, insanities, one 
family, your mother who marked your growing with 
stories, from what is Chinese? What is Chinese 
tradition and what is movie? (13) 
For the Chinese-American writer, her Chinese cultural heritage is strange and 
incomprehensible like the water margin ghost story of her "No Name Aunt" whereas 
her Chinese identity is as abstract as the ghost of her aunt. According to Wendy Ho 
in her book In Her Mother 's House, "[the] Chinese world is part of the collective 
disaporic imaginary of her parents and an 'overseas Chinese' community" {In Her 
Mother's House, 122). Her knowledge of the Chinese culture, Chinese tradition and 
her own Chinese cultural heritage is gained from the indirect second-hand experience 
and selective reconstruction of memory of her mother. At the same time, she gets her 
image of China simply as the localized and "Americanized" Chinatown in San 
Francisco. Hence, young Kingston is unable to comprehend her Chineseness and her 
own history fully as she is not "Chinese" enough. Similar to the silent phantom of the 
no name woman, the Chineseness of Kingston seems blurry, unclear and even 
invisible. 
Not only does young Kingston feel a strong sense of isolation and segregation from 
her own history, the amount of assimilation has intensified to the extent that she has 
the feeling that she is being marginalized and trapped between her own American 
self and her Chinese self. It is believed that: 
The ethnic member may be segregating in the context 
of his own group, but when behavior more acceptable 
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to those members. As a marginal person he has some 
anxiety about his social identity and therefore is 
other-directed, letting others determine what he will 
say and how he will behave/ 
Truly, Kingston does not only literally possess a hyphenated identity, but she is also 
culturally, socially and psychologically torn between her Chinese self and her 
American self. Jeanne Braham sheds light on the young narrator's struggle between 
the two selves and her effort in coordinating the two. "Chinese and American culture 
vie with terrible pushes and pulls in her childhood. She resists what she can, 
accommodates to what she must" (Crucial Conversations, 25). But obviously, young 
Kingston's effort to coordinate her Chineseness and Americanness is proved to be a 
failure. To Moon Orchid, Kingston's aunt who represents a traditional Chinese 
perspective, all of her sister's children are not "real Chinese." As in the traditional 
Chinese point of view, only Chinese people are civilized human beings, all the 
non-Chinese are savages, barbarians and animals. Kingston and her siblings are 
barbaric and uncivilized regardless of their Chinese appearance in her aunt's eye: 
They must have many interesting savage things to say, 
raised as they'd been in the wilderness. They made 
rough movements, and their accents were not 
American exactly, but peasant like their mother's, as 
if they had come from a village deep inside China.... 
They were like animals the way they stared (122). 
In fact, the Chinese-American writer is considered to be American not only because 
of her incapability in understanding Chinese, but also due to her unconventional 
behavior. She is ‘‘noisy."disobedient, messy" (180) and is unconventional to the 
7 Reminick, Ronald A. Theory of Ethnicity: an anthropologist's perspective. P. 28. 
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Chinese traditions. She is not the "real" Chinese but similar to the Americans: ghosts 
or faan gwei. Being a Chinese superficially without a real knowledge and 
understanding of the Chinese tradition, she is a "half ghost" and "Ho Chi Kuei": 
I've been looking up "Ho Chi Kuei", which is what 
the immigrants call us - Ho Chi Ghosts. "Well, Ho 
Chi Kuei," they say, "what silliness have you been up 
to now?" "That's a Ho Chi Kuei for you," they say, no 
matter what we've done...I don't know any Chinese I 
can ask without getting myself scolded or 
teased.. .The immigrants could be saying that we were 
born on Gold Mountain and have advantages. 
Sometimes they scorn us for having had it so easy, 
and sometimes they're delighted. They also call us 
“Sook Sing", or "Bamboo Nodes，，...(182). 
Being trapped between the two cultures, the Chinese-American writer's identity is 
marginalized. ‘‘The FOB and [her] parents [all the Chinese] pay [her] no attention, 
half ghosts half invisible" (174). With her Chineseness being ignored and 
disapproved, she is just a ghost being invisible. 
Indeed, the incomplete process of assimilation does not only marginalize the young 
Chinese-American narrator, it arouses "a non- or anti-ethnic sentiment" in this 
young American-bom-Chinese. Kingston uses the story of the No Name Woman as a 
symbol of the Chinese ethnic identity: people feel ashamed of it, deny it, hide it and 
repress it. The ghost of No Name Woman is the motif and one of the most 
predominating symbols in the memoirs. Other than symbolizing the invisibility and 
incomprehensibility of the Chinese values for the Chinese-Americans, this 
8 Reminick, Ronald A. Theory of Ethnicity: an anthropologist's perspective. P. 24. 
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unspeakable ghost also reflects how some of the Chinese-Americans treat their 
Chinese identity. Like the shameful story of Kingston's aunt, the ethnic history and 
culture are too heavy for any of the Chinese-Americans to bear, are burdens to the 
people both psychologically and financially: 
What I'll inherit someday is a green address book full 
of names. I'll send the relatives money, and they'll 
write me stories about their hunger. My mother has 
been tearing up the letters from the youngest grandson 
of her father's third wife. He has been asking for fifty 
dollars to buy a bicycle. He says a bicycle will change 
his life. He could feed his wife and children if he had a 
bicycle.... (183-143) 
Definitely, this burden is too stressful for Kingston and her fellow 
Chinese-Americans. Reminick points out in his book that the anti-ethnic sentiment 
will turn into "self-hate" with the possible consequence that "the ethnic person seeks 
to avoid any and all associations with his ethnic group in his quest for assimilation 
and acceptance by the larger society" {Theory of Ethnicity. P. 28). As a result, the 
Chinese-Americans try their best to deny and to conceal their Chinese identity as 
well as to repress and to get rid of their Chineseness. At the beginning of the book, 
Kingston gives a powerful and striking introduction of the ghost to the readers by 
reproducing her mother's story: 
"You must not tell anyone," my mother said, "what I 
am about to tell you. In China your father had a sister 
who killed herself. She jumped into the family well. 
We say that your father has all brothers because it is 
as if she had never been bom" (11). 
As symbolized by the ghost of the outcast No Name Aunt, the Chinese identity of the 
overseas Chinese is a shame, a taboo that is unspeakable, to keep silent and to be 
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forgotten about. Similar to the way "the family's deliberately forgetting [the No 
Name Woman]" (22), the Chinese-American writer and her people also intentional 
repressed their Chinese identity. They have their self-denial and pretend that the aunt 
and their Chineseness have never been bom and have never existed. 
In order to gain the acceptance by and the recognition from the larger society in 
America, the writer of The Woman Warrior and some of the members of her ethnic 
community take pains to imitate an American style of living and to take up an 
American identity as well as deny from denying their Chinese identity. Kingston and 
her second aunt Moon Orchid's husband are "[eager] to adopt a new identity, and 
thereby reap the greater rewards of society" {Theory of Ethnicity: an anthropologist's 
perspective. P. 28): 
To make my waking life American-normal, I turn on 
the lights before anything untoward makes an 
appearance. I push the deformed into my dreams, 
which are in Chinese. (82) 
However, the Chinese-American narrator and her uncle do not only try to reduce 
their Chineseness, they totally give up their Chinese identity and submit themselves 
to the power of their Americanness in the wish to pursue their American dream of 
success in the United States. In fact, Kingston's uncle claims that "it's as if [he has] 
turned into a different person. The new life around [him has been] so complete; it 
pull[s] him away..." (139). He gives up his past, his old identity and his history and 
heritage and replace them with a new, American identity. He marries an English 
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speaking Chinese-American woman, takes up a respectable occupation as a doctor; 
he is marked as a successful person in the American value system. These 
Chinese-Americans wear an American identity and use it as a passport leading them 
to their success. Likewise, Kingston chooses to identify with the American culture 
through disguising herself as American behaviorally. The young narrator used to 
believe that the "American-Chinese girls have to whisper to make [themselves] 
American-feminine. Apparently [they] whisper even more softly than the 
Americans" (155). She tries to be even more "American" than the Americans. 
Seemingly, this American identity is a key to success in the American society in 
which Kingston is living. It is accepted more widely than her Chinese identity: 
I am useless, one more girl who couldn't be sold. 
When I visit the family now, I wrap my American 
successes around me like private shawl; I am worthy 
of eating the food. (53) 
With her American identity, the Chinese-American author seems to be capable of 
gaining recognition not only from the American society, but also from her Chinese 
ethnic community. 
Unfortunately, even though the Chinese-American writer seems to assimilate into the 
American society, she also has a strong sense of alienation from the Anglo-American 
culture. Kingston's American self can never provide her with a complete and 
substantial identity; her effort in becoming a non-hyphenated American is destined to 
be a failure as it is merely pretence. Ever since her childhood, young Kingston and 
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her siblings have a strong desire to become real Americans: 
We used to pretend we were Newsboy Ghosts. We 
collected old Chinese newspaper (the Newsboy Ghost 
not giving us his ghost newspaper) and trekked about 
the house and yard. We waved them over our heads, 
chanting a chant: "Newspapers for sale. Buy a 
newspaper." But those who could hear the insides of 
words heard that we were selling a miracle salve 
mead from boiled children. The newspapers covered 
up green medicine bottles. We made up our own 
English, which I wrote down and now looks like 
"eeeeeeeee". (91) 
The American identity, which Kingston tries to obtain, is merely pretence, a disguise, 
a role-play or a game of the kindergarten schoolchildren. It is unreal, superficial and 
is not durable. It can only provide a temporary satisfaction to its actors. Nevertheless, 
their voice, "the insides of words", the existential and essential Chinese quality 
inside these Chinese-American children betray them. As a matter of fact, Kingston 
has lost her American voice when she entered into kindergarten. Kindergarten is the 
first place where young Kingston comes into contact with the real American world 
and is directly confronted by the Anglo-American culture: 
When I went to kindergarten and had to speak English 
for the first time, I became silent. A dumbness—a 
shame—still cracks my voice in two, even when I 
want to say "hello" casually, or ask an easy question 
in front of the check-out counter, or ask directs of a 
bus driver. I stand frozen, or I hold up the line with 
the complete, grammatical sentence that comes 
squeaking out at impossible length. (148-149) 
Kingston's American voice is “too soft or nonsexist”（15); she fails to use it to 
express herself. Without an audible voice, she is silent and is merely "non-exist". 
Instead of providing her an identity, the Chinese-American narrator's broken voice 
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has taken away her identity. Actually, Kingston's broken voice metaphorically 
represents Kingston's ethnicity and the American culture. No matter how hard the 
young narrator tries to integrate into and assimilate with the American culture, her 
American voice and her Chinese voice fail to join together. They simply split and fall 
apart and break into two. 
Silenced China and Silencing China 
Maxine Hong Kingston begins her life story with her mother's "talking" of her aunt's 
story. Obviously, this literary journey of quest is not simply a quest for the 
knowledge of the family secret; it is the autobiographer's quest for the knowledge of 
China and her cultural homeland. Hence, Kingston's mother, Brave Orchid, and the 
No Name Woman are not only characters; they are the embodiments of China and 
Kingston's Chinese identity. Even though the young Chinese-American narrator of 
this memoir is eager to adopt a new American identity, she fails to really integrate 
into and assimilate with the American society. Neither can she separate herself totally 
from her root: China. Indeed, Brave Orchid reinforces to her children where their 
home is. Kingston claims that, "whenever my parents said 'home', they suspended 
America" (92). America, where Kingston was bom and has been living, is never the 
home of the Hongs; their home is in China, a place that is completely strange to the 
American-born author. The Chinese-American children are reinforced with the idea 
that China is not merely their ancestral land, but also their home. This strange and 
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unfamiliar "homeland" creates a problematic identity to the Chinese-American 
author. Just like Kingston's relationship with her mother, the Chinese-Americans' 
relationship with their motherland is close but distant. Kingston is biologically and 
ethnically bound with her mother and China, but with all the misunderstanding and 
miscommunication, they are psychologically alienated. This American-born daughter 
is inseparable from her China: she wants to get separation from her mother but it is 
always an endless struggle. In fact, this Chinese heritage in her is not only 
inseparable, it haunts. Like the ghost of No Name Aunt, the Chinese identity of 
Kingston is haunting her no matter how hard she tries to hide it. With all efforts 
Hongs and the Chinese-Americans try to deny and to repress the existence of No 
Name Woman and their Chinese identity, they are always there haunting everyone. 
They cannot be got rid of totally. The Chinese self of Kingston is repressed, but it 
will awaken someday. 
Many sociologists claim that women play a crucial role in the demonstration of 
ethnicity within the ethnic community; No Name Aunt in Kingston's memoir is 
simultaneously the embodiments of the Chinese ethnic culture and gender. Rohit 
Barot, Harriet Bradley and Steve Fenton in the article "Rethinking Ethnicity and 
Gender" points out that: 
Within many ethnic populations, women can be seen 
as having an important role as carriers of ethnicity 
both in terms of ancestry (some communities have 
strict rules about intermarriage) and culture. 
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Yuval-Davis (1997) stresses that this role of 
'symbolic boundary maintenance' is enacted in a very 
concrete way as women simultaneously 'embody' 
ethnic culture and gender: 'Women in their “proper” 
behavior, in their "proper" clothing embody the line 
which signifies the collectivity's boundaries' 
(Yuval-Davis, 1997, p.46).^ 
Truly, the story of No Name Woman marks the social gender oppression in the 
patriarchal society. She reveals the social expectation on women in the Chinese 
community: 
They expected her alone to keep the traditional ways, 
which her brothers, now among the barbarians, could 
fumble without detection. The heavy, deep-rooted 
women were to maintain the past against the flood, 
safe for returning. (15) 
Her punishment for committing adultery shows the gender inequality. It reveals also 
the disempowerment of females who have the patriarchal moral values imposed on 
them, silencing and taking away the voice of women in the community. Nonetheless, 
the social gender oppression is exactly where the culture and traditions of the 
Chinese ethnic community lie. "In the Chinese community, the valuable work of 
preserving family and culture was linked physically and symbolically with women. If 
women stepped out of the restricted boundaries of their assigned role they had the 
power to cause significant social disruption or destruction" (Ho 124). Like the 
forbidden story and the ghost of No Name Aunt, the Chinese culture haunts every 
Chinese female. Ironically, by using the silent ghost to represent the Chinese culture, 
Kingston reveals the fact that the Chinese culture is itself silent and at the same time 
9 Taken from Barot, Rohit; Harriet Bradley, and Steve Fenton (ed.). Ethnicity, Gender, and Social 
Change. P. 15. 
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is silencing its followers and believers. As a result, Kingston and many 
Chinese-American females are in a dilemma and are reluctant to conform to this 
ethnic cultural tradition that requires them to "Marry a rooster, follow a rooster. / 
Marry a dog, follow a dog. / Married to a cudgel, married to a pestle, / Be faithful to 
it. Follow it" (173). Surely, the Chinese ethnic culture can offer the 
Chinese-American writer a Chinese identity, however, it silences her and takes away 
her subjectivity by subjecting her to the patriarchal authority. 
Brave Orchid, representing the Chinese culture，also shows how this ethnic culture 
provides its ethnic people with a voice but at the same time silences them. When 
Kingston was young, Brave Orchid has cut her tongue so that she "would not be 
tongue-tied. Your tongue would be able to move in any language. [She]'11 be able to 
speak languages that are completely different from one another. [She]'11 be able to 
pronounce anything" (148). The act of tongue cutting offers Kingston a voice 
physically. At the same time, it is also a symbolic act which provides the 
Chinese-American daughter a voice culturally. By telling her own stories in China to 
her American-bom daughter, Brave Orchid introduces her to the Chinese culture and 
values together with her Chinese stories. So, Kingston can have a Chinese cultural 
voice in the American society. Yet, young Kingston actually believes that her mother 
has tried to cut off her tongue in one of their quarrels. As a matter of fact, though not 
literally, Brave Orchid has tried to take away her daughter's voice and to keep her 
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silent. Behind Brave Orchid's Chinese stories lie the Chinese virtues of silence and 
obedience. Instead of giving her daughter an audible cultural voice, Brave Orchid 
tries to give the American-bom writer a silent Chinese voice. More than once, her 
mother tells Kingston "don't talk back" (172). Brave Orchid tries to make her 
children keep their history and past a secret. The Chinese identity is to be secretive 
and therefore makes the Chinese-Americans silent: 
...When I saw Father's occupations I exclaimed, "Hey, 
he wasn't a farmer, he as a ..." He had been a gambler. 
My throat cut off the word—silence in front of the most 
understanding teacher. There were secrets never to be 
said in front of the ghosts, immigration secrets whose 
telling could get us sent back to China. 
...Sometimes I hated the secrecy of the Chinese. "Don't 
tell," said my parents, though we couldn't tell if we 
wanted to because we didn't know. Are there really 
secret trial without own judges and penalties? Are there 
really flags in Chinatown signaling what stowaways 
have arrived in San Francisco Bay, their names, and 
which ships they came on? (164). 
Sometimes, the Chinese identity fails to provide its people with a voice. Instead, this 
ethnic identity withdraws the Chinese-Americans' voice and silences them in the 
American society. 
Not only does Kingston's mother signify the Chineseness of the Chinese-Americans 
in the United States, the act of "talking story" and the myths told by Brave Orchid 
are also signifiers of Chinese identity and the image of China. Indeed, the act of 
talking is important, the narrator thinks "talking and not talking made the difference 
between sanity and insanity. Insane people were the ones who couldn't explain 
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themselves" (166). Talking is therefore a crucial act of self-expression. At the same 
time, the author of the memoir believes that talking is also a way for the speaker to 
assert one's identity and to prove one's existence: "you are a plant. Do you know that? 
That's all you are if you don't talk. If you don't talk, you can't have a personality" 
(162). Ronald A. Reminick claims that "the expressive modality of culture is 
manifest through religion, the arts…，“o. Through "talking" the Chinese tales, both 
Brave Orchid and Kingston are able to obtain some Chinese color and mood in their 
speeches. These stories help them "express inner needs and demonstrate feelings, 
attitudes, orientations, and beliefs" {Theory of Ethnicity: an anthropologist's 
perspective, p.l6). The Chinese myths and stories told by Brave Orchid carry with 
them the Chinese culture and values. They allow the storytellers to express 
themselves, their beliefs and achieve their goal in a Chinese manner. E.D. Huntley 
thinks that "storytelling empowers the storyteller" {Maxim Hong Kingston: a critical 
companion’ p.94). The telling of Chinese myths implants Chinese cultural identity to 
both the storyteller and the audience as Kingston comments, "at last I saw that I too 
had been in the presence of great power, my mother's story" (25). Indeed, Huntley 
states that: 
Stories validate major events in the existence and 
development of a community, ensuring that each 
generation participates in the oral tradition that shapes 
both a communal history and the lives of the 
‘ individuals who form that community�^ • 
10 Reminick, Ronald A. Theory of Ethnicity: an anthropologist's perspective. P. 16. 
“Huntley, E. D. Maxim Hong Kingston: a critical companion. P. 94 
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So, through talking Chinese myths, the storyteller can gain a Chinese cultural voice 
and a Chinese ethnic identity. Similarly, the Chinese culture is capable of obtaining a 
voice in the American society through the mouth of its storyteller. 
Yet, the myths also signify how the Chinese ethnic culture and traditions threaten the 
subjectivity of the Chinese ethnic community. It is undeniable that talking functions 
as a means of self-expression and an assertion of one's subjectivity. Nonetheless, the 
act of talking-stories is never a self-expression. According to Reminick, the concept 
of any ethnic culture is as follows: 
Culture is a system of symbols, widely shared in a 
population, learned through and dependent upon 
language, the communication of which occurs in a 
social context and is established as convention and 
tradition, functioning as an orientational framework 
for behavior, though, and feeling...these symbols act 
as vehicles of conception, cueing off particular kinds 
of sentiment, beliefs，and values that go far beyond 
the immediate meaning and function of the symbolic 
object itself {Theory of Ethnicity, p. 14). 
Instead of the storyteller who expresses her subjectivity through "talking" the myths, 
it is the Chinese culture embedded in the myths which expresses itself through the 
mouth of Brave Orchid, the storyteller. Even though Brave Orchid seems to gain a 
voice, a Chinese cultural voice in the act of talking stories, she is not the subject 
matter of her stories. She is not telling her own subjective stories and feelings: 
‘ If the other storytellers had been reassuring one 
another with science, then my mother would have 
flown stories as factual as bats into the listening night. 
A practical woman, she could not invent stories and 
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told only true ones (64). 
Brave Orchid is not subjecting the myths and creating stories as she likes but she is 
manipulated by and subjected to the stories. She is only one of the many storytellers 
who repeat and passes on the old mythical legends. She is objectively telling other's 
stories and is merely a mouthpiece to make the subject myths being audible. She is 
subjected to the Chinese values and ideology behind the myths and she is simply a 
vehicle that helps how to demonstrate the subjectivity of the Chinese values. What is 
more, through its vehicle and its mouthpiece, the Chinese ethnic culture further 
exercises its power and subjectivity on its subjects. Young Kingston seems to be 
powerless in facing the stories told by her mother: 
Just as I would climb up to the shelf to take one look 
after another at the hand, I would hear my mother's 
monkey story. I'd take my fingers out of my ears and 
let her monkey words enter my brain. I did not always 
listen voluntarily, though. She would begin telling the 
story, perhaps repeating it to a homesick villager, and 
I'd overhear before I had a chance to protect myself. 
Then the monkey words would unsettle me; a curtain 
flapped loose inside my brain. I have wanted to say, 
"Stop it. Stop it," but not once die I say, “Stop it" 
(86). 
Surely, the young Chinese-American daughter, as the audience, is completely passive 
in the reception of the stories and the cultural message behind them. By repeating the 
stories, the Chinese mother attempts to "instill in her young daughter (even in 
America) the virtues and habits that are considered ideally feminine in traditional 
Chinese cul ture"Kingston is therefore subjected and submitted to “the powerful 
12 Ho, Wendy. In Her Mother 's House: The Politics of Asian American Mother-Daughter Writing, p. 
125. 
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laws of survival that govern a Chinese woman's life and options a patriarchal 
structure" {In Her Mother's House, p. 125). The Chinese mother's myths have 
disempowered the young Chinese-American female narrator. The Chinese culture in 
these myths seems to define its people is identity and self, but it also disempowers 
them and imposes subjection: "There is a Chinese word for the female I—which is 
‘slave，. Break the women with their own tongue!" (49). The Chinese culture has 
attempted to suppress the voice and silence the Chinese-Americans females and to 
conform them to the traditional Chinese femininity. 
Authoring and Authorizing Subjectivity 
Manning Nash suggests that ethnicity is an emotionally charged word and it is 
necessary for it to provide the ethnic group an identity on an emotional and 
psychological basis'^ Nevertheless, the myths and the stories told by Brave Orchid 
can only provide a partial ethnic identity to the Chinese-American narrator in the 
sociological level and cultural level. They provide her with the identity on the 
sociological level by means of forming a social tie between the narrator and her 
fellow ethnic community members with a shared history. On the other hand, the 
cultural level of identity is formed through the instillation of the Chinese values and 
traditions in the myths. These myths fail to provide a complete and perplexing 
identity on the psychological basis. Hence, Maxine Hong Kingston has to look for 
13 Nash, Manning. The Caldron of Ethnicity in the Modern World, p.4. 
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ways to express and to secure the psychological basis of her identity and selfhood. 
Writing a memoir '^^  is the best way to serve the purpose of constructing an identity 
psychologically. The Woman Warrior is not simply the autobiography of Maxine 
Hong Kingston; according to Patricia P. Chu in her book Assimilating Asians, it is 
also a bildungsroman. It is the psychological autobiography recording the inner 
journey of the autobiographer's construction of her own self. Phillipe Lejeune, the 
famous scholar on autobiographies, tries to define: 
Retrospective prose narrative written by a real person 
concerning his own existence, where the focus is his 
individual life, in particular the story of his 
personality {On Autobiography, p. 4). 
More specifically, Lejeune points out that the subject treated in memoirs are the 
individual life and story of a personality. By adopting this form of writing, 
Kingston is able to construct a national subjectivity in her reflection of inner and 
emotional self. To Lisa Lowe, in Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural 
Politics, defines the bildungsroman as: 
the primary form for narrating the development of the 
individual from youthful innocence to civilized 
maturity, the telos of which is the reconciliation of the 
individual with the social order. The novel of 
formation has a special status among the works 
selected for a cannon, for it elicits the reader's 
14 Evenjthough the subtitle of The Woman Warrior claims itself as a memoir, it is undeniable that this 
autobiography possesses also some fictional elements.in it. This book is sometimes regarded as a 
fictional autobiography. The fictional element is especially strong in the chapter "White Tiger". 
Nevertheless, I choose to focus on the autobiographical elements of this book in this project. The 
imaginative and the fictitious elements in "White Tiger" are also autobiographical. It is the revelation 
of the inner development and the mental experience of the narrator. It is the mental experience of her 
interaction between her own imaginative faculty and the Chinese traditional myths. 
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identification with the bildung narrative of ethical 
formation, itself a narrative of the individual's 
relinquishing of particularity and difference through 
identification with an idealized "national" form of 
subjectivity. 15 
Apart from narrating her own experience in both the Chinese ethnic community and 
the American society in her work, Kingston also reveals to the readers her internal 
spiritual life and her mental experience of her imagination of the Chinese world. 
Indeed, the chapter "White Tiger" is the best example of how the memoir records the 
accounts of the autobiographer's mental life. Even though the first part of that 
chapter seems to be Kingston's own creation and the rewriting of the Chinese myth 
"Fa Mu Lan", it is not a mere piece of fiction in reality. Kingston's version of the 
myth "Fa Mu Lan" is the author's internalization of the traditional myth told by her 
mother and the reproduction of it. So, the story is the product of the interaction 
between Kingston's mind and the conventional Chinese myth and metaphorically the 
interaction between the autobiographer's mentality and the Chinese values and 
traditions imposed on her. The rewritten myth represents the working of the writer's 
imagination. Kingston's myth is therefore not only a fictitious story but also the 
dream world, the world of imagination of the autobiographer. By juxtaposing her 
dream life together with her American life in the reality, the writer presents to the 
readers her mental experience as well as her physical experience. Hence, this 
autobiography is also a bildungsroman that presents to the readers the 
Chinese-American autobiographer's quest of her selfhood culturally, experientially, 
Lowe, Lisa. Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics, p. 98. 
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socially and psychologically. 
This memoir does not only function as a means for Kingston to portray to the readers 
her identity development; instead, the genre is deliberately chosen in order to 
consolidate the autobiographer's subjectivity. By writing the life story and a 
biography of her own life, the author of The Woman Warrior is able to bring her own 
life and herself as the subject of the book. The autobiographer is capable of providing 
her young self, her marginalized Chinese-American girlhood a voice in both the 
American society as well as the Chinese ethnic community. Kingston claims in 
"White Tiger", “I would be told of in fairy tales myself (41). Truly, the form of 
autobiography has a very special function. An autobiography is a biography and a 
life story narrated by the autobiographer herself. This means that it is written in the 
first-person narrative. In her memoirs, Kingston plays a variety of roles and 
possesses multiple identities: she is the writer and the protagonist; the narrator and 
the narrated; the autobiographer and the subject. This genre of writing does not only 
offer Kingston a voice; in fact, the employment of the pronoun “1” in its narrative 
provides her an "assertive voice". According to Huntley: 
That assertive voice comes from a storyteller telling 
her own story; and the presence of an "I" or 
first-person narrator signals that narrator's American 
identity.. .Kingston's choice of the first-person 
‘ pronoun for the narrator is doubly significant in light 
of not only her Chinese heritage, but also her literary 
and cultural influences. That choice represents 
Kingston's conscious decision to write as an 
39 
American and to speak in the first-person Western 
idiom, in order to find the appropriate words to tell 
the story of her growing up as an American girl. Her 
choice reflects the influence of Walt Whitman's 
poetry on her writing. The distinctive American "I" is 
both Whitman's voice and his subject, and its clear 
that Kingston wishes to claim her own version of "I" 
by speaking through and about herself'^. 
No matter whether Kingston has created an American self. Huntley has said, the 
author of this memoir is able to exercise her subjectivity through her memoir. Indeed, 
the narrator can construct and form her own subject and impose her subjection to her 
readers. She exercises her subjectivity on her readers through narrating her story 
from a first-person point of view. Kingston is on one hand narrating her experience 
and on the other hand inflicting her most personal and subjective viewpoint, 
judgment and feelings onto her readers. Kingston is capable of consolidating her 
subjectivity through writing her own memoir. 
Even though the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan claims that the process of writing 
about the self is also the process of objectifying the subject, Kingston's use of 
"fictionalized fact，，〗？ successfully preserves the subjectivity of the subject. On one 
hand, an autobiography is believed to be a mirror reflecting one's self; however, on 
the other hand, the reflection of self represented by this form of writing is not the real 
self. The self portrayed in an autobiography is only the mirror image of the subject. It 
is undeniable that autobiographical writing is a means for self-assertion; nevertheless, 
16 Huntley, E. D. Maxim Hong Kingston: a critical companion. P.84. 
17 Jenkins, Ruth Y. "Authorizing Female Voice and Experience: Ghosts and Spirits in Kingston's The 
Woman Warrior and Allende's The House of the Spirits” 
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it is also the objectification of the subject by having the subject to be studied and 
narrated. The process of writing about the subject is the objectification of the subject 
and the projection of it into an otherness. The autobiographer is actually split into 
two selves: the narrator self and the narrated self. Lacan claims that the mirror self 
being portrayed in the autobiographical writing becomes the object form "moi" (me) 
instead of the subject "je" (I). It is not merely objective and passive. Lacan discusses 
the relation between language and subjectivity in his book The Language of the Self: 
the Function of Language in Psychoanalysis'. 
Does the subject not become engaged in an 
ever-growing dispossession of that being of his, 
concerning which by dint of sincere portraits which 
leave its idea no less incoherent, of rectifications 
which do not succeed in freeing its essence, of stays 
and defenses which do not prevent his statue from 
tottering, of narcissistic embraces which ...even if the 
subject were to reintroduce its form into his discourse 
to the point reconstituting the preparatory image 
through which the subject makes himself an object by 
striking a . . . 
In fact, the autobiographer is able to maintain the subjectivity of her subject by 
fictionalizing her life story. In The Woman Warrior, Maxine Hong Kingston has 
created a new form of writing through breaking down the boundary between myths 
and history, as well as fiction and nonfiction. “The Woman Warrior centered upon 
Kingston's blurring of the boundary between non-fictional autobiography and a 
fictional retelling of her life story. She insists on an eccentric voice, telling her 
memoirs from a highly personal point of view and making no attempt to 
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"objectively" review her subjective, skewed vision of her world^^". By narrating her 
life story in a fictionalized way, Kingston is presenting to the readers herself in a 
personal and subject point of view. Hence, the narrated self of the autobiographer is 
not objectively presented to the readers and studied and examined by them. Rather, 
the novel is the combination of the factual experience and subjective imaginary 
experience of the autobiographer. Unlike those narrated self in the traditional 
autobiographies, Kingston's narrated self is creative and subjective. The imagination 
of the narrator equips the narrated self of Kingston with high degree of autonomy 
and independence and her self is free from the subjection of the readers. 
In fact, writing an autobiography is not simply a means of self-assertion; it also 
provides the autobiographer a total subjectivity and autonomy in shaping herself and 
her own image presented in her memoir. The writing of an autobiography is never a 
simple and a single movement writing process. The word "auto-biography" actually 
reveals the two significances of this type of writing. Definitely, one of the functions 
of writing an autobiography has to allow the narrator to express her self through 
writing her life story and writing the biography of her own. Nevertheless, one should 
never overlook the importance of the prefix "auto". Apart from asserting the self in 
an autobiography, the narrator self can have the autonomy and freedom to choose 
how she has her self being narrated to her readers. Like all first person texts, The 
18 Nishime, LeiLani, "Engendering Genre: Gender and Nationalism in China Men and The Woman 
Warrior". 
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Woman Warrior records only what Kingston knows, is willing to and is able to tell. 
This means that the narrator has total freedom and autonomy to choose which faces 
of her self are to be revealed to the readers. She has the subjectivity in creating her 
own identity and, at the same time, to control her own information to be released to 
her readers. Kingston, after her writing of The Woman Warrior and China Men, 
claims that "Toward the end of The Woman Warrior, I wrote about the savage 
barbarians shooting off arrows with whistles on them. I wrote that, and then, not very 
much later, I saw one of those whistling arrows in a museum. I felt that I created it. I 
wrote it; and therefore, it appeared...! think that I found that China over there 
because I wrote it. It was accessible to me before I saw it, because I wrote it"^^. 
At the same time, the form of myths telling offers the narrator plenty of freedom to 
exercise her subjectivity. Kingston reveals to the readers in her memoirs that she has 
been nurtured by the oral tales and the oral traditions of her mother. Both Kingston 
and her mother play the role of storytellers. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the 
myths told by Brave Orchid are the marker of the Chinese traditions. The storyteller 
can consolidate her Chinese identity through the narration of these myths; and at the 
same time, the myths can also obtain the voice and be heard through the mouth of the 
storyteller. As a matter of fact, Haase points out in his article the possibility and the 
danger of the those oral folktales repressing the subjectivity of their narrator: 
The problem—indeed, the d a n g e r w i t h both the 
19 Rabinowitz, Paula. "Eccentric Memories: A Conversation with Maxine Hong Kingston". 182 
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nationalistic/ethnic and universal views of fairy tales 
is that they prescribe forms of thought and behavior, 
and modes and models of humanity, that are meant to 
be normative. That is, they stereotype us~either as 
members of a nationalistic or ethnic group, or as 
human beings defined by a certain concept of what is 
or is not normal. This is why fairy tales have been so 
frequently utilized by both nationalists and 
universalists in the socialization of children. In both 
cases, fairy tales are supposed to depict or prescribe 
for us what is true, as well as what forms of behavior 
are typical, normal, and acceptable. Whether we view 
them as yours and mine or as ours, fairy tales—read 
from these perspectives~confine and limit us, 
narrowing our views of reality.... From these 
20 
perspectives, fairy tales own us, we don't own them. 
Since Kingston's mother is "a practical woman, she [can] not invent stories and [tells] 
only true ones" (64). She becomes the mouthpiece of the Chinese myths. The way 
she objectively retells the traditional old myths hazards her subjectivity. She is 
subjected to the myths and is merely a vehicle carrying out the Chinese culture 
embedded in these folk stories. She is one of the many cultural transmitters who 
passively pass on the ethnic Chinese myths. Yet, regardless of its threat to the 
narrator's subjectivity, the oral tradition of myths actually provides room for 
creativity and flexibility for the storytellers. As a result, the storytellers can adjust 
and change the stories in order to suit their needs and intention. Even though 
Kingston also talks stories in her book, unlike her mother, she tells the stories with a 
creative spirit. In fact, Braham in her book Crucial Conversations: Interpreting 
Contemporary American Literary Autobiographies by Women points out that: 
Haase, Donald. "Yours, Mine, or Ours? Perrault, the Brothers Grimm, and the Ownership of Fairy 
Tales". P. 360. 
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Unlike her mother's traditional interpretations of 
stories about making the cultural journey from China 
to California, however, Kingston poses alternative 
readings~ones that see conduct, especially of women, 
that is not in strict conformity to Chinese traditions as 
"courageous rebellions"^ ^  
Instead of being subjected to the myths like her mother, Kingston is able to create her 
own myths and stories. She makes use of these myths to convey her own message 
and to achieve her own goal. She demonstrates her subjectivity through the way she 
subjects the myths and imposing her values onto her readers. At the same time, 
through her revising the old Chinese ethnic stories, she is actually creating a new 
culture for her people. Instead of subjecting to either the Chinese culture or 
conforming and assimilating to the dominating American culture, the 
Chinese-American writer is establishing her own Chinese-American culture. 
Kingston is producing and creating an Americanized Chinese fairy tale with herself 
as the protagonist. She is the embodiment of both the Chinese heroine Fa Mu Lan 
and the Western heroine Joan of Arc. In fact, Kingston is not looking for and 
affirming her identity from the two cultures that she is exposed to; instead, she is 
constructing a new ethnic identity which has embraced all the strengths of the 
Chinese and the American cultures. 
Truly, Maxine Hong Kingston has successfully presented and constructed the image 
of her Chinese ethnic culture to her readers in her memoirs. It is undeniable the 
21 Braham, Jeanne. Crucial Conversations. P. 22. 
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gender problems are sometimes the best illustration of the patriarchal ethnic cultural 
values. Through the retelling of the story of her No Name Aunt, Kingston is able to 
reveal to her readers the double marginality the women in her Chinese-ethnic 
community in the United States are facing. Not only can she bring the problem of 
gender inequality and cultural marginality into spotlight, she is able to introduce and 
reassure her ethnic culture amidst the Anglo-American through the revelation of the 
patriarchal Chinese traditions. Indeed, the choice of the form of her writing serves 
the purpose of Kingston's project of identity construction well. The act of writing 
memoirs is a psychological journey of quest of self-knowledge, knowledge of one's 
history, family history and the ethnic cultural history. At the same time, as an 
autobiographer, Kingston is able to express her self, assert her will and exercise her 
subjectivity. She possesses total autonomy and freedom in the construction of her 
self to be presented to the readers. In fact, the act of writing has empowered her 
and she can construct for herself an identity ethnically, culturally, socially and 
psychologically. 
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Chapter Two: Breaking the Mirage of the Assimilating Culture: Empowering 
One's Identity by Embracing One's Ethnic Culture 
[Ethnic group is] a self-perceived group of people 
who hold in common a set of traditions not shared by 
the others with whom they are in contact. Such 
traditions typically include "folk" religious beliefs 
and practices, language, a sense of historical 
continuity, and a common ancestry or place of origin. 
The group's actual history often trails off into legend 
or mythology, which includes some concept of an 
unbroken biological-genetic generational continuity, 
sometimes regarded as giving special characteristics 
to the group. Endogamy is usual, although various 
patterns for initiating outsiders into the ethnic group 
are developed in such a way that they do not disrupt 
the sense of generational continuity. 
~ George De Vos. Ethnic Identity: Cultural Continuity and Change. 
The project of ethnicity construction is never a personal quest. Other than 
searching for an individual identity; the formation of an ethnic identity is also a 
search for a collective group identity for the whole community. Definitely, the 
Chinese-Americans are threatened by the danger of being swallowed up by the 
assimilating power of the dominating Anglo-American culture. They experience 
their identity crisis as they are torn psychologically and culturally between their 
American self and their Chinese self. They are subjected to the Anglo-American 
culture. Maxine Hong Kingston, in The Woman Warrior, has to reconstruct and 
confirm her Chinese ethnic identity through the affirmation of her relationship with 
her mother. She has regained her confidence in her Chineseness through the 
examination of her own domestic life and her family history. At the same time, the 
act of writing of an autobiography also enables her to assert her autonomy and 
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subjectivity rather than being subjected to any cultures, values and ideologies 
imposing on her. However, according to Parsons and Shils, ethnicity is "a 
subjective belief [of a racial group] in their common descent because of similarities 
of physical type or of customs or because of shared memories of colonization and 
migration, where this belief is important for the continuation of nonkinship 
communal relationships.... the ethnic group differs from the kinship group precisely 
in being a group which believes in its common descent but yet does not necessarily 
function as a community with corporate group action as a kinship group might do"^^. 
Kingston has reaffirmed her kinship tie. She is able to find herself a personal 
connection with the Chinese values and her individual private sense of belongings 
towards her Chinese origin. The author of The Woman Warrior presents an 
individual and personal tie towards one's origin. 
While Kingston's works are often being compared with Frank Chin's works due to 
their allusion of Chinese myths and legends, unlike Kingston who tends to present 
Chineseness and Chinese identity in a personal level; Chin portrays the Chinese 
ethnic identity in a broader scope on a communal level. This chapter will focus on 
Frank Chin's recent novel Donald Duk. Chin does not use an autobiography, a 
non-fictional writing, to construct his own identity; instead, he adopts another genre, 
fiction, to exercise his subjectivity as a writer, to create an identity for his character 
22 Shils, Edward. "Primordial, Personal, Sacred, and Civil Ties". 
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Donald Duk as well as to construct a collective ethnicity for his community. 
Similar to Kingston's The Woman Warrior, Frank Chin also discusses the threat of 
assimilation on the Chinese-Americans in his novel Donald Duk. Since the author 
of the novel focuses more on the collective ethnic identity, he devotes much effort in 
the description of his protagonist's physical and external conflict with his Chinese 
ethnic community and the Anglo-American society. Even though Donald Duk 
experiences a psychological conflict between his Chinese self and his American self 
similar to Kingston, Chin depicts mainly the confrontation between Donald's sense 
of identity with the social forces of assimilation. 
As Ronald A. Reminick points out in Theory of Ethnicity, schooling is one of the 
significant forces of assimilation: 
Public schools, of course, are a major formal 
institutionalized mode for transmitting American 
macroculture to the neophyte children in their most 
impression years. This was commonly known among 
the members of most, if not all, ethnic groups, and 
where ethnic parents found this mode of education 
unacceptable, an alternative course of resistance was 
taken with the establishment of parochial schools 
sponsored through Church efforts (25-6). 
Indeed, school is the most significant force of assimilation for Donald Duk in the 
novel. As an adolescent of eleven years old, the Chinese-American young 
protagonist gets easily assimilated by the American social and cultural values which 
are indoctrinated to him together with the knowledge from different curriculums: 
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Donald Duk enjoys the books he reads in school. The 
math is a curious game. He is not the only Chinese in 
the private school. But he is the only Donald Duk.... 
The teacher of California History is so happy to be 
reading about the Chinese. "The man I studied history 
under at Berkeley authored this book. He was a 
spellbinding lecturer...The Chinese in America were 
made passive and nonassertive by centuries of 
Confucian thought and Zen mysticism. They were 
totally unprepared for the violently individualistic and 
democratic Americans" (2). 
The school has become the most crucial place of assimilation. It is a place not only 
implanting knowledge but also an institution which is imposing values, social 
standard, morality, expectation and the cultural ideology to the young children. It 
helps to mould the identity of the students and to shape their belief. Apart from 
lecturing his students on the history of American migrants, the teacher is also casting 
the "spell" of American spirits onto his audience. The teacher is reinforcing the 
fundamental American principles of individuality and democracy to his students 
together with the historical knowledge. The little Donald Duk, by studying in an 
American school, is actually submitting himself to the American culture. Most 
clearly, attending an American school is the first step of assimilating to the American 
society. It represents the young Chinese-American protagonist's effort of adopting 
an Americanized style of living. At the same time, Donald Duk is not only 
submitting himself to the American educational system, but to the core and most 
fundamental part of the structure of the American society. He gains the knowledge 
and also learns the American wisdom the subjects provided in his school. He is 
ready to conform himself to the American social values and he is eager to learn and 
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to change himself to be an "ordinary American". 
In fact, schooling does not only impose American values to the young 
Chinese-American protagonist, it also helps to implant negative impression of the 
Chinese values on Donald Duk. Together with the American values, the 
anti-Chinese values are also reinforced into the schoolchildren's mind during the 
lessons. In school, young Donald learns about the "history" of Chinese migrants 
that "the Chinese in America were made passive and nonassertive by centuries of 
Confucian thought and Zen mysticism" (2). In fact, Mr. Meanwright, the California 
History teacher of Donald Duk, is the embodiment of the great American 
assimilating power of the educational institution of the country. Through the name 
of the teacher, though it is a bit too explicit, Chin presents to the readers the functions 
and effects of the schooling on the Chinese-American young schoolchildren. Like 
Mr. Meanwright, education is the creator of meanings, ideology of the society. Mr. 
Meanwright presents an American ideology and history to his students and at the 
same time, he creates and introduces to them a negative impression of Chinese 
culture and history as well. He upholds the American values but also devaluates 
those non-American ones: 
That picture of the Chinese tearing out the crosstie 
that replaced theirs is bright light and dark shadow on 
the wall. "These Chinese who worked on the Central 
Pacific were called Crocker ’s Pets.” There is a face 
that might be Donald Duk's. Donald Duk sees and 
looks harder as Mr. Meanwright recites on, “Their 
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passive philosophy and noncompetitive nature 
rendered them ripe for exploitation and victimization" 
(149). 
He is the symbol of a "mean white" oppressive American ideology, which does not 
only assimilate his students with American ideology but also represses and 
segregates them from a real understanding of the Chinese values. In the novel, the 
Chinese-American writer suggests that schools are the vehicle of assimilation. 
They assimilate the racial minority children by indoctrinating them the strength of 
the American values and stopping them from knowing the real strength of the 
Chinese values. Donald Duk's school is a tool that introduce false and unreal 
Chinese image. The education system separates the Chinese-American children from 
their Chinese ethnic community. 
The result of the assimilation process is the sense of self-hatred within Donald Duk. 
The teaching in school arouses the "anti-ethnic sentiment" of the young 
Chinese-American protagonist. Again, Reminick claims that the third stage in the 
process of assimilation process is the desegregating stage: 
In this stage the ethnic person seeks to avoid any and 
all associations with his ethnic group in his quest for 
assimilation and acceptance by the larger society. In 
his eagerness to adopt a new identity, and thereby 
reap the greater rewards of society, he may become 
highly critical of the ascribed ethnic group from 
which he emerged. This stage is often characterized 
‘ by self-hate and the members involved in this stage 
often stereotypes and prejudices toward one's own 
ethnic group that are held by the out-group members 
(28). 
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The wrong impression of the Chinese culture given by Mr. Meanwright that "Chinese 
mandate of heaven is why Chinese are cutesy chickendicks" (11) affects young 
Donald Duk seriously. The California History teacher's comment makes his young 
student believe that the Chinese culture is inferior to the American culture. This 
Chinese-American boy firmly believes that it is the Chinese traditions and Confucian 
beliefs that weaken the Chinese people. Thus, Donald Duk gradually feels ashamed 
of his Chinese ethnic values. He takes his teacher's argument of "one of the 
Confucian concepts that leads the Chinese vulnerable to the assertive ways of the 
West is the mandate of heaven” (2) seriously without any doubt. He thinks that all 
those Chinese beliefs disempower their people and make the Chinese people 
powerless before the western culture and vulnerable in the American society. The 
effects of Mr. Meanwright's teaching are not only limited to the provoking of his 
young student's hatred to his own culture, but also arouse his hatred of his fellow 
Chinese. In fact, Chin's young protagonist believes that Chinese are stupid. He 
hates them and tries to avoid coming into contact with these "stupid" people: 
He avoids the other Chinese here. And the Chinese 
seem to avoid him. This school is a place where the 
Chinese are comfortable hating Chinese. "Only the 
Chinese are stupid enough to give a kid a stupid name 
like Donald Duk," Donald Duk says to himself. "And 
if Chinese were that smart, why didn't they invent tap 
dancing?" (2) 
Unfortunately, he is a Chinese racially and biologically. He is named by a Chinese 
and he gets a Chinese surname: Duk. From an ethnic perspective, to hate Chinese 
means to hate himself as well. The Chinese-American protagonist's detestation of 
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his name is actually a symbolic representation of hatred towards his own identity: the 
Chinese identity given to him by his familial heritage. He hates his name and he 
also hates being a Chinese. "His own name is driving him crazy! Looking Chinese 
is driving him crazy" (2). Through education, the American culture successfully 
assimilates Donald Duk and he reaches the stage of self-hatred and self-denial. He 
denies his Chineseness and refuses to be a Chinese. In his conversation with the 
American Cong, the Chinese-American boy claims and insists, "I'm an American" 
(19). 
Apart from the educational institution, mass media also plays an important role in the 
assimilation process of the young Chinese-American protagonist in Chin's Donald 
Duk. In the novel，the smart young schoolboy is especially fascinated by the 
"black-and-white movies of Fred Astaire" (1). Fred Astaire becomes the role model 
for the young protagonist's imitation. Donald Duk takes the tap dance lessons in a 
wish to become a successful tap dancer like Fred Astaire in the United States. It is 
obvious that these movies help impose the American values onto the 
Chinese-American protagonist and assimilate him through presenting and 
indoctrinating in him the fantasy world of America and Hollywood. Reminick again 
points out that: 
‘ The novelty of city life appeared very attractive to the 
children and young adults of immigrant parents. The 
lure of new experience, the city glitter movies and 
other modes of mass communication, heterogeneity of 
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people mixing together in business and fun drew the 
young ethnics out of their ghettos and pointed them in 
directions that contradicted many traditions of the old 
ethnic culture. 
Movies provide an idealized and fantastic dream world to their audience. Indeed, 
Hollywood is the dream workshop. It creates dreams for its audience. The movies 
of Fred Astaire help offer a dream and a world of fantasy of life in America to the 
Chinese immigrants in Chin's story. They give an American dream of success to 
Donald Duk: 
Fred Astaire. Everybody everywhere likes Fred 
Astaire in the old black-and-white movies. Late at 
night on TV, even Dad smiles when Fred Astaire 
dances. Mom hums along. Donald Duk wants to live 
the late-night life in old black-and-white movies and 
talk with his feet like Fred Astaire, and smile Fred 
Astaire's sweet lemonade smile (1). 
Obviously, what Donald Duk really wants to become is not a successful tap dancer 
like Fred Astaire, but rather he wants to be Fred Astaire the person. He is not 
simply interested in the dancing skills but he is more interested in the American 
culture carried by the dance. Fred Astaire is therefore more than a person. He is 
the symbol of Americanness and the American culture. Hence, Donald Duk thinks 
that to be like Fred Astaire is the only way to success in the American society. "He 
does not want to look like Larry Louie [his tap dance teacher] when he is an old man. 
Larry Louie is a failure because he does not really want to be Fred Astaire. Donald 
Duk wants to be Fred Astaire" (52). The Chinese-American protagonist wants to be 
an American through dancing. 
23 Reminick, Ronald A. Theory of Ethnicity. P. 28. 
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However, no matter how hard Donald Duk tries to assimilate to the American culture, 
he cannot become an American totally. In the novel, Chin's Chinese-American 
protagonist takes pain to transform himself to be a real American. He adopts the 
American ideology and practices the American cultural arts. He even denies his 
Chinese identity and segregates himself from his fellow Chinese and the Chinese 
community in order to pursue his American dream. Unfortunately, his American 
dream is merely a dream in reality. American Cong challenges the young dreamer 
when he claims himself to be an "American": 
"So, Fm here getting lost where everybody looks like 
Charlie and no one expects to find Americans." 
"I'm an American." 
"What do you know about America? I fought for 
America. I fought for freedom!" (19) 
Donald Duk fails to be an American in other's eye regardless of his effort of 
becoming one. He is still a Chinese and one of the many "Charlies" living in 
Chinatown in American Cong's eye. Interestingly, the author of this novel actually 
presents Donald Duk's American dream literally. In his consciousness, the 
Chinese-American boy is having an American dream of becoming as successful as 
Fred Astaire. In reality, he also dreams of himself becoming the famous tap dancer 
in his sleep. Chin has tactfully presented his protagonist's dream both as a literal 
one and a symbolic one. According to the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, a dream is 
the revelation of the dreamer's desire. From the young protagonist's American 
dream, the author of the novel reveals to the readers his character's desire to become 
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an American. The Chinese-American dreamer's wish of integrating into the 
American society and obtaining an American identity has transformed and repeatedly 
appears in his dreams. Unfortunately, Donald Duk's American dream is merely a 
dream. The desire to become a real American is only an unfulfilled hope. Being 
the descendent of the Chinese immigrant, Donald Duk can become an American in 
his dream. His American identity is simply an illusion. When he awakes, his 
illusory American identity will collapse and his dream will smash. 
The Water Margin and the Image of China: the Marginalizing Chinese Identity 
Similar to the autobiographer，s young narrated self in Maxine Hong Kingston's The 
Woman Warrior, Chin's novel is also about the psychological journey of the young 
Chinese-American protagonist. Like Kingston, Donald Duk also has a quest for his 
and the history and the past in his dream. Nevertheless, instead of making a quest 
on an individual and familial level, Donald Duk's quest occurs in a broader, 
communal level. Chin's protagonist is not only looking for his own individual 
identity and his own family history like Kingston does. He is searching for a 
collective communal identity for himself and his whole ethnic community. As a 
result, he is at the same time in search of the history of his whole community. 
Indeed, social scientists point out that "ethnic groups define themselves by their 
‘ ，/I 
shared experience and attitudes towards their, social environment" . Thus, it is 
24 Banton, Michael. Ethnic and Racial Consciousness. P. 38. 
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quite obvious that Donald Duk's personal life, his family life and history and his 
identity are inseparable from the Chinese ethnic community. The idea of home 
where the image of China is presented is closely related with Chinatown. 
Chinatown is not only his home, but also the home of his family and the home of the 
whole Chinese ethnic community in the United States. Hence, the image of China 
moves from the private and domestic image in Kingston's autobiography to the 
public and societal one in this novel. 
Like Maxine Hong Kingston, Chin's Chinese-American protagonist also finds the 
image of China deeply rooted in and marked on himself. Even though he tries hard 
to Americanize himself, Donald Duk is inseparable from his Chinese identity. 
Indeed, Frank Chin, in Donald Duk’ tactfully presents the inseparability of the 
Chineseness with the Chinese ethnic community in the most primitive, personal and 
individual level: the name. One's name provides the basic form of identity and 
allows the person to be identified from others. Likewise, the Chinese-American 
protagonist's name also provides him an identity. The Chinese surname “Duk,， 
offers him his Chinese heritage. Nevertheless, it is exactly his name that has 
marginalized him. The juxtaposition of his Anglo American first name "Donald" 
with his Chinese surname "Duk" actually visualizes his conflicting 
Chinese-American identity. Just like his name, Donald Duk's Chineseness and 
Americanness are competing and conflicting with each other. There is never a 
58 
reconciliation and union between Donald's Chinese and American self. He is 
trapped between his two identities. Yet, the Chinese-American boy's marginality is 
being intensified by the likeness of the sound "Duk" with that of “duck，，. The 
Chinese surname makes him and his whole family silly and laughable: 
Donald hates to see his friend pretend to be so nice to 
Chinese with stupid names like Duk. Donald Duk 
Donald Duk has as little to do with any of them as he 
can. Donald does not care what King, Daisy, Penny or 
Venus Duk do (12). 
Donald Duk dislikes his name not only because the inappropriateness of putting the 
Chinese surname together with an Anglo American first name; he hates his as it 
makes him feel embarrassed. His Chinese name is a misplacement in the American 
context. Truly, King Duk is "a terrible man to name his little boy Donald Duk, 
because all the bokgwai, the white monsters, will think he is named after that barbutt 
cartoon duck in the top half of a sailor suit and no shoes" (7). The name of the 
Chinese-American protagonist, like his Chineseness, is misplaced in the American 
culture. The Chinese Donald Duk becomes the American famous Disney cartoon 
character Donald Duck. He becomes the "Donald Duck [who] talks Chinese" (6). 
He is ridiculous and becomes the subject to be teased and taunted with his Chinese 
name in the American culture. His Chinese identity, Duk, marginalizes him in the 
American context. 
At the same time, the author also use dreams as a signifier of the Chineseness of his 
protagonist. The image of China is not only found in Donald Duk's most personal 
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and individual identity, it exists within his psyche. Donald Duk's dreams are one of 
the most predominating images in the novel. Interestingly, the Chinese-American 
dreams, like his split identity, can also be divided into Chinese ones and American 
ones. Donald's American dreams, as discussed in the earlier part of this chapter, 
seem to confirm Sigmund Freud's thesis in the Traumdeutung—ih^X the dream is the 
realization of a desire�� . It is in his dreams that Donald Duk can have his desire to 
be an American fulfilled. However, the Chinese-American protagonist's Chinese 
dream, is more than a mere wish fulfillment. According to the post-Freudian 
psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan in his book The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psychoanalysis, a dream is the relief of unconscious and the revelation of the 
repressed reality: 
The real has to be sought beyond the dream—in 
what the dream has enveloped, hidden from us, 
behind the lack of representation of which there is 
only one representative. This is the real that 
governs our activities more than any other and it 
is psychoanalysis that designates it for us (60). 
Like the ghost of No Name Woman in Kingston's The Woman Warrior, the dream of 
Donald Duk also signifies the repressed Chineseness of the Chinese-American 
protagonist. Indeed, the Chinese identity, which Donald Duk hates and feels 
ashamed of, is hidden and repressed. It becomes the unconscious which is invisible 
like the ghost of Kingston's aunt. This repressed Chinese quality of the young hero 
can never come under spotlight till nighttime when Donald is asleep. Yet, the 
25 Lacan, Jacques. The Language of the Self; the Function of Language in Psychoanalysis. P.57. 
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Chinese self revealed in the dream is actually the reality and the real self of the 
Chinese-American protagonist. At the same time，"he can't stop dreaming" (103). 
The Chinese dream haunts him like the ghost of No Name Aunt haunts Kingston. 
No matter how hard the young Chinese-American boy hides, denies and represses his 
Chinese identity, he can never get rid of it. Truly, Donald's dream reveals the fact 
that the Chinese-American dreamer is inseparable with his Chineseness. His 
Chinese qualities, like his blood, his complexion, his hair and his eyes, are parts of 
him. They are the innate and important parts of his identity. Even though he may 
be able to hide Chineseness, he can never deny and eradicate it totally. 
According to Michael Harris Bond, the author of Beyond the Chinese Face: Insights 
from Psychology, one of the notable characteristics of the Chinese identity is its 
relational nature: Chinese people tend to define themselves by means of their 
relationship with other people. Hence, family tie is indeed very important in the 
contribution to the Chineseness of the Chinese-American protagonist. In the novel， 
Chin also presents the image of China at the familial level. The eleven-year-old 
protagonist's father, King Duk is chosen as the signifier of his American-bom son's 
close but distant Chineseness. Like his relationship with his father, Donald Duk 
inherits his Chineseness by birth. His relationship with his Chineseness is not only 
close but also inseparable. The Chinese-American protagonist is bonded to his 
father as well as his Chineseness by blood and genes. He can neither separate 
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himself from his father nor his Chinese innate qualities. However, being bom and 
educated in America, the American-bom-Chinese son find his "daddy [who] has an 
awful Chinatown accent" (8) and the Chinese values alien and incomprehensible to 
him. He finds that "everything Chinese in his life seems to be awftil. His father is 
awful" (8). Indeed, Chin's protagonist feels embarrassed by his father and 
marginalized by his Chinese identity. He wants to know, "How can Dad embarrass 
me so，in front of my white friend?" (42). Really, it is not King Duk, but the 
Chineseness that embarrasses Donald Duk in the white dominating American society. 
Although King has offered his son an identity by naming him, the father is 
marginalizing his son by that very name. The father, as well as the Chineseness of 
Donald Duk, gives the protagonist a strange and misplaced Chinese identity which 
marginalizes him both in the Anglo-American society and the Chinese ethnic 
community. With his awful Chinese identity "Donald Duk", the Chinese-American 
schoolboy becomes the target to be bullied in both the American community and 
Chinese community. 
By alluding to the Chinese classical literary work The Water Margin, the writer of 
Donald Duk tries to present to his reader the image of China at the cultural level, 
nevertheless, this classical novel is also the signifier of the marginality of the 
Chinese-American imposed by their Chinese identity. Interestingly, myths and 
legends seem to be the best markers and signifiers of one ethnic culture. They are 
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the primary cultural transmitters conveying the cultural values and ethnic spirit to the 
people in the ethnic community. The mythical and legendary tales play quite a 
predominating role in both Kingston's The Woman Warrior and Chin's Donald Duk. 
Similar to Kingston's being raised with the "water margin ghost stories" told by 
Brave Orchid, Chin's protagonist is also cultivated by the Chinese classical novel: 
The Water Margin. Indeed, De Vos claims that ethnicity is "embedded in the 
cultural heritage.. .of the group"^^ And Reminick also suggests that: 
That aspect of one's ethnic identity consists of those 
elements that are customs, cuisine, and art forms; 
those things that a particular individual embraces, 
take over as part of one's self, and uses to further that 
ethnic heritage {Theory of Ethnicity: An 
Anthropologist's Perspective, p. 20). 
The Water Margin represents the Chinese cultural heritage. "There are stories in 
The Water Margin about our ancestor that will hit you like a kick in the stomach and 
make you sick" (23). It is "a famous Chinese book read [by King Duk, Uncle 
Donald Duk and all other Chinese] when [they were] kid[s]，，（10). The novel 
carries the common history, knowledge and wisdom shared amongst all Chinese 
within the ethnic community. It also helps transmit the ethnic culture, wisdom and 
heroic values to the younger generations. Nevertheless, like its name, the novel 
conveys the message of marginality. This piece of famous Chinese classic is about 
"108 outlaw heroes": 
, The Water Margin was a place like that. In the middle 
of the swamp there's a mountain. Mount Leongshan. 
26 De Vos, George and Romanucci-Ross. Lola (ed.). Ethnic Identity: Cultural Continuity and Change. 
P. 364. 
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Bad government just like Robin Hood. Bad guys in 
charge of the world. All the good guys who want 
better government are badmouthed by the guys in 
charge, and they go outlaw and hide out or get killed. 
Just like Robin Hood. But in the Chinese book, there 
are 108 Robin Hoods. They all lead gangs that have 
hideouts all over, and they all come together in one 
super gang and build a city of outlaws and huge 
stronghold on Mount Leongshan, in the middle of the 
Water Margin (22). 
The story seems to be the reflection of the situation of the Chinese-Americans in the 
United States. Same as the 108 heroes in Mount Leongshan, the 
Chinese-Americans are also marginalized and they are the outlaws in the American 
society. The Chinatown becomes their Leongshan where they are exiled and 
expelled to and form their own city of outlaws. Apart from celebrating the heroes 
and their heroic qualities, this famous work in Chinese literature is also glorifying the 
outlaws and their marginality. The book seems to promote the idea of marginality 
as being virtuous and heroic. The Chinese value presented in the novel seems to 
encourage the Chinese to isolate themselves rather than to conform to the majority's 
values. As a result, the marginalized Chinese identity is reaffirmed and 
consolidated within the Chinese-American ethnic community. 
As a matter of fact, the marginalized image of China is not only found in fictions, it 
exists in reality. Unlike those female Chinese-American writers such as Maxine 
Hong Kingston and Amy Tan who devote most effort in the depiction of Chinese 
image at the individual and familial level and in the domestic domain, Chin extends 
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his image of China to the communal level and to the public sphere. In the novel, 
Chinatown is the microcosm of China to Donald Duk and all the Chinese-Americans 
in the United States. It offers a home for all the overseas Chinese living in the 
United States and all the Chinese living in it are close and intimate like relatives. It 
is a place where the Chinese-Americans can escape and have a moment of rest from 
the American style of living. Inside Chinatown, everyone speaks Cantonese. All 
Chinese people can preserve their Chinese style of living and celebrate their Chinese 
festivals. It is a place where Chineseness and Chinese ethnic culture can be 
preserved from the assimilation of the American culture. Nonetheless, just like 
Leongshan, Chinatown is the city of outlaws for the Chinese-Americans in the 
United States. This city of outlaws, though small, is disordered and complex. On 
one hand, Chinatown is part of the United States; but on the other hand, it is a place 
very different from the American society. It is a world, a Chinese world very 
different from all other places in the country: 
From Donald Duk's apartment you can hear rush hour 
roar into being on the freeway. Cars howl out of the 
Broadway tunnel and snarl and growl in stops and 
starts toward the onramp to freeways to everywhere. 
The regular, rhythmic rise and flow of rush hour 
motors muttering up to and away from the three 
stoplights through Chinatown wake Arnold up every 
night he stays over. He is not used to the noise (32). 
Really, marginality is found both in the city itself and in the people inside it. 
Chinatown is a place where outlaws, the marginal people like to hide themselves. It 
is a place with a large variety of people. It is a place with lawful citizens, cops but 
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also triads, gangsters and criminals. At the same time, Chinatown is a marginal 
place in America for the marginalized citizens. It accommodates the racial and 
cultural outlaws in the society dominated by the Anglo-American culture. Indeed, 
the Chinese-Americans are the aliens in the American society. They are also like 
the outlaws in The Water Margins. Being the racial minority, the Chinese-Americans 
are marginalized by the dominating racial majority white-Americans. As a result, 
they are exiled to the Chinatown, their own Water Margin where their city of outlaws 
is found. 
The Revelation of Truth and Subjectivity and The Creation of New Identity 
The Post-Freudian psychoanalyst Lacan always suggests the close relationship 
between language and subjectivity. At the same time, Manning Nash also claims 
that language is important in the construction of one's ethnicity. Threatened by the 
feeling of identity crisis, many Chinese-Americans use writing as a means to 
construct and to consolidate their identity. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
Maxine Hong Kingston uses the form of autobiographical writing as a tool for her to 
look for her own self and to demonstrates her subjectivity. It is undeniable that 
autobiography has the function of the revelation of self and the construction of one's 
identity in the process of writing one's own life story. Nevertheless, the function of 
self-definition is not only limited to the specific genres of autobiography and 
memoirs. According to Paul de Man, all texts, even fictions, are autobiographical 
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and self-revealing: 
Autobiography, then, is not a genre or a mode, but a 
figure of reading or of understanding that occurs, to 
some degree, in all texts, the autobiographical 
moment happens as an alignment between the two 
subjects involved in the process of reading in which 
they determine each other by mutual reflexive 
substitution . 
In Donald Duk, Frank Chin uses the fictitious story of his Chinese-American 
protagonist to define the ethnic identity of himself as well as his fellow 
Chinese-Americans in the States. Surely, Frank Chin is not satisfied with the 
passive acceptance of any identity imposed onto him. He refused to conform to and 
to be subjected to either the American or the Chinese ethnic cultures. Writing 
becomes a way for the writer to exercise his subjectivity in defining and constructing 
his identity and an identity for his ethnic group. At the same time, inside the story, 
Chin also gives his protagonist the psychological revelation of his subjectivity by 
means of his dreams. 
A dream is the revelation of the dreamer's subjectivity. Chin's Chinese-American 
hero in the novel is marginalized as a result of the confrontation of the minority 
Chinese ethnic culture with the dominating Anglo-American society. During 
daytime in his consciousness, Donald Duk is subjected to the power of the 
assimilating American cultural institutions including his school and the mass media. 
Not only do these assimilating American cultural forces impose a superficial national 
27 de Man, Paul. "Autobiography as De-Facement" in The Rhetoric of Romanticism. P. 70. 
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and cultural American identity upon this eleven-year-old Chinese-American 
schoolboy, they also introduce false concept of China to the young protagonist. As 
a result, Donald Duk is deprived of knowing the truth. The Chinese-American 
protagonist's identity is being marginalized. He is manipulated by the partial and 
misleading American values. His subjectivity is endangered and his true self is also 
repressed. In fact, dreaming is the only means to have the Donald's repressed 
Chinese true self revealed. It is in the status of the unconscious that the hidden and 
repressed self can exercise its subjectivity. Lacan suggests that the unconscious, 
transformed into the form of dream, is a tool for asserting one's subjective and true 
self psychologically. He shares similar opinion with his predecessor Freud -- "Here, 
in the field of the dream, you are at home. fVo es war, soil Ich werderi": 
When he doubts—for they are his dreams, and it is he 
who, at the outset, doubts一is assured that a thought 
is there, which is unconscious, which means that it 
reveals itself as absent.... It stems from the fact that 
the subject is "at home" in this field of the 
unconscious.... What the I think is directed towards, 
in so far as it lurches into the I am, is a real. But the 
true...guarantee by its very existence the bases of 
truth, guarantee him that there are his own objective 
reason the necessary foundations of the very real, 
about whose existence he has just re-assured himself, 
28 
to find the dimension of truth . 
Truly, Donald Duk is able to be the subject in his own dream. He can be free from 
the influence of the ideology imposed upon him by his schoolteacher, Mr. 
Meanwight. He is the master of his psyche and the thoughts of his own. He has 
28 Lacan, Jacques. The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis. P. 36. 
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the total autonomy to search for the truth in his dream. Says King Duk to his son, 
"But you know truth. The truth came looking for you in the dreams. You go look 
for the truth in the library. You know what is true" (138). Donald Duk's dream is 
therefore is a psychological journey of searching for his self and identity. The 
Chinese-American dreamer is capable of finding the truth. He finds that the 
psychological reality in his dream which is more reliable that the seeming facts 
presented by all those paper documents in the physical world: 
Donald Duk wakes up! The dream was so real. Her 
eyes were happy to see him. He wants to stay asleep 
and dream he is powderboy, taking to prying iron and 
spiking rail across Nevada, and never wake up. That's 
why he wakes up fast and is happy to hear the 
double-stringed fiddle singing throaty and shrill out in 
the street, in the real world. Even it that real world is 
nothing but Chinatown (29). 
He discovers and reveals the real history of the Chinese-American workers' 
participation in the construction of the Central Pacific leg of the transcontinental 
railroad which is repressed and concealed by the American history. The railway is 
actually the signifier of the continuity of the Chinese-American self. With the 
revelation of the truth, Donald Duk is able to mend the discontinuity of his true 
Chinese-American self which is broken down by the concealment of history. Not 
only is the Chinese-American protagonist able to find out the truth in his dreams; in 
fact, he is capable of securing his real identity. Donald Duk is able to find his true 
self which he constructs together with his fellow workers of the Central Pacific in his 
dreams. By sharing and actively participating in the same historical past, the 
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Chinese-American hero is able to feel the continuity of his Chinese heritage and the 
true self of himself and his ethnic group. At the same time, he can sense his 
bondage with the communal self of his community. 
Apart from revealing the subjectivity and the true self of his marginalized 
Chinese-American protagonist, the author of Donald Duk is also exercising his 
subjectivity revealing the truth to his readers in his act of writing. Unlike Maxine 
Hong Kingston who chooses to demonstrate her subjectivity by means of her 
autobiographical writing, Chin tries to achieve his goal by writing a fictional work. 
Indeed, Gerard Genette claims that it is difficult for one to distinguish whether a text 
is fact or fiction as 
It suffices to locate oneself [as reader] outside the text 
{before it) to be able to say that the timing has been 
manipulated in order to produce the metaphor. Only a 
situation supposed to have been forced upon the 
author from the outside, by history, or by tradition, 
and thus (for him) not fictional...imposes upon the 
reader the hypothesis of genetic causality in which the 
metonymy functions as cause and the metaphor as 
effect, and not the teleological causality in which the 
metaphor is the end {fin) and the metonymy the 
means toward this end, a structure which is always 
possible within a hypothetically pure fiction^^. 
By writing a story about a fictitious character Donald Duk, the author of the novel is 
able to gain for himself a total autonomy in shaping the novel. At the same time, he 
can freely exercise his subjectivity in conveying his intended messages to his readers 
29 Genette, Gerard, Figures III. P. 50. 
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through his protagonist and his novel. Indeed, the form of fictional writing grants 
its writer the freedom which the writer of memoirs can never enjoy. Chin does not 
have to be burdened psychologically by the necessity to be loyal to the historical 
facts and reality. In Donald Duk, Chin freely mixes history together with myths. 
He puts the ancient Chinese mythical and legendary figures like Kwan Kung, Lee 
Kuey and all the 108 outlaw heroes in The Water Margin into the historical context 
of nineteenth-century America. As a fiction writer, the author of this book does not 
have to be subjected to history; he is the creator of his own version of history. As a 
matter of fact, in Chin's fiction, history is merely a metaphor. However, the 
Chinese-American writer successfully reveals the reality and the true Chineseness to 
the readers through his highly fictitious history. Truth, in the novel, appears in a 
metaphorical form. Unlike those autobiographies, Chin's novel Donald Duk does 
not aim at the presentation of historical facts to its readers, it emphasizes a higher 
level of reality. Indeed, the truth does not exist in the plot and the events taking 
place in the story but in the morals and message hidden in it. Chin has successfully 
revealed the truth and the true self of Chinese-American through the transmission of 
the Chinese-American values, knowledge and wisdom to its readers. 
Even though the author of Donald Duk is eager to search for a perplexing ethnic 
identity, he refuses to lose his subjectivity by submitting himself to existing identity. 
Not only does Chin want to have to total autonomy in his process of writing, the 
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Chinese-American writer demands the preservation of his subjectivity in the 
definition of his ethnic identity. Throughout the novel Donald Duk, it is quite 
obvious that the Chinese-American author has made no attempt to compromise with 
either of the two cultures. Through his eleven-year-old hero, Chin shows his 
unwillingness to conform to either one of the two cultures or to give up either one of 
the two. He is unwilling to be subjected only to the Chinese culture or the 
American culture. The character King Duk, to a certain extent, is the embodiment 
of the author's opinion towards the definition of one's ethnic identity: 
“I think Donald Duk may be the very last 
American-bom Chinese-American boy to believe you 
have to give up being Chinese to be an American, 
“ Dad says. "These new immigrants prove that. They 
were originally Cantonese, and did not want to be 
Chinese. When China conquered the south, these 
people went further south, into Vietnam, Laos， 
Cambodia, Thailand. They learned French. Now 
they're learning English. They still speak their 
Cantonese, their Chinese, their Viet or Lao or 
Cambodian, and French. Instead of giving anything 
up, they add on. They're including America in 
everything else they know. And that makes them 
stronger than any of the American-bom, like me, who 
had folks who worked hard to know absolutely 
nothing about China, who believed that if all they 
knew was 100 percent American-made in the USA 
Yankee know howdy doodle dandy, people would not 
mistake them for Chinese." (42). 
Truly, Chin suggests that one's identity is not to be passively chosen and accepted 
from amongst the existing ones. The author, through King Duk, conveys the idea 
that one's identity should be actively constructed and created. Neither the 
American self nor the Chinese self offers a complete identity to the 
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Chinese-Americans. Instead, they belong to a unique community which should 
possess its own unique culture and values. Hence, the Chinese-Americans should 
exercise their own subjectivity in the creation of their own ethnic culture and identity 
rather than subjected to the existing ones. With the depiction of the life in 
Chinatown, Chin is trying to create a new Chinese-American self like what Walt 
Whitman has done in the creation of the American self. At the same time, the 
author of the novel is extending the Chinese-American identity from a personal and 
individual self to a collective and communal self. In this way. Chin has 
successfully demonstrated his autonomy, subjectivity and totality in choosing, 
constructing and integrating strengths of various cultures into the formation of his 
own special Chinese-American ethnic identity. He has succeeded in revealing his 
subjectivity as well as in creating a new ethnic identity for himself and his 
community. 
Similar to Maxine Hong Kingston, the Chinese-American writer Frank Chin is 
undergoing the project of identity construction through the literary means. He is 
looking for an ethnic identity unique and suitable for his fellow Chinese-Americans. 
Nevertheless, Chin is more ambitious in the sense that he is not satisfied with 
securing only his own ethnic identity. In fact, he is trying to embrace everything 
ranging from his community, to history. Chin does not only care too much about 
the personal, individual identity of his protagonist which can be secured simply by 
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reaffirming his kinship ties. In the novel, the author shows his concern for the 
identity and the position of the whole Chinese community in the American society as 
well. Throughout the novel, the author shifts his focus between the domestic milieu 
and the public milieu, the past and the present as well as the dream world and the 
reality. He aims not only to create an individual ethnic identity but also a collective 
communal self which transcends all physical, spatial and temporal limitation. 
Instead of choosing amongst the existing identities provided by different cultures and 
social values, Frank Chin aims to create a new ethnic identity of his own for his 
whole ethnic community. Indeed, through the experience of his young protagonist, 
Chin shows that neither Chinese nor American cultures are adequate, appropriate and 
strong enough for himself and his people to conform to. Hence, he resolves to 
embraces all the strengths of different cultures and to construct an ethnic culture and 
an ethnic identity unique and suitable for his own community. 
74 
Chapter Three: Emerging of Two Different Identities: Ethnicity Formation by 
Means of Adjustment 
The ethnic experience of the immigrants, whose life 
and culture was so different from what they 
encountered was so different from what they 
encountered in their new，could hardly have been able 
to effectively communicate it to a new generation no 
matter how earnestly they tried to do so through their 
inculcation of traditional values and customs to their 
children. The language of the itself housed the 
conceptual structures and ways of thinking and feeling 
that provided the matrix of expression and experience 
of ethnicity. A new generation speaking a different 
language could hardly share this same intimate and 
personal experience. 
-Ronald A. Reminick, Theory of Ethnicity 
In her fourth novel, The Bonesetter 's Daughter, Amy Tan, as in her previous works, 
continues to explore the experience of multiple marginalities of the American-bom 
Chinese female protagonist. As in her first novel, The Joy Luck Club，Amy Tan 
structures The Bonesetter 's Daughter in numerous levels of narration. The novel is a 
collection of the memoirs of the mother Luling, embedded in the story frame taken 
from the perspective of her daughter, Ruth. Like Maxine Hong Kingston's The 
Woman Warrior, the author of this novel demonstrates how ethnicity, nationality, 
language and linguistic community characterize the cultural status and identity of the 
Chinese-American women through the revelation of the family secret. To this 
group of racial minority women, Luling Young, Gaoling Young and Ruth Young, 
identity does not simply means their name or the nationality stated on their passports. 
The idea of identity is also the question of their self and existence, both as an 
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individual and also as a group in the American society in which they live. Indeed, 
ethnicity has been originally used as synonym for race for referring to large groups in 
Europe; however, with the emergence of the multiracialism in the United States, a 
new definition is introduced to define the complexity of the notion of ethnicity. 
Michael Banton, in his book Ethnic and Racial Consciousness claims that ethnicity is 
now being used to refer to different racial minority groups in the United States in 
whose their "ethnic alignment [does not] coincide with national alignment". The 
hyphenated expression of the minority ethnic groups in America reflects their 
ambivalent identity. Like Kingston and Chin, the Chinese-American writer of The 
Bonesetter 's Daughter also uses generations as markers of the Chinese ethnic identity. 
However, instead of depicting her protagonist's exposure to the danger of 
assimilation like Kingston and Chin do, Amy Tan presents Chinese-American Ruth's 
tension with the Anglo-American world. The act of writing is always viewed as a 
tool for the racial minority writers to strike for their ethnicity as well as their 
subjectivity. As a matter of fact，language and writing become the subject matters 
discussed in Tan's novel. This chapter will focus mainly on how language 
functions as the marker of identity. Through the use of language and the act of 
writing, Tan reconciles the crisis of ethnic continuity represented by the 
miscommunication between different generations. 
After the discussion of the different stages and the forces of assimilation experienced 
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by the Chinese-Americans in the previous two chapters, this chapter focuses on the 
study of the problems faced by the Chinese-American protagonist in The 
Bonesetter 's Daughter in the process of her assimilation into the American society. 
Unlike the young narrated self of Kingston and Donald Duk in The Woman Warrior 
and Donald Duk respectively, Amy Tan's heroine is no longer a teenage girl. In fact, 
Amy Tan's heroine is a middle-aged Chinese-American woman with a successful 
career and a family of her own. Most scholars who study the minority ethnic 
communities believe that assimilation usually takes place during one's childhood and 
adolescence. What is presented at the beginning of the novel also seem to suggest 
how safely the Chinese-American protagonist has secured her American identity and 
has integrated herself totally and harmoniously from the small Chinese ethnic 
community into which she was bom into the larger non-ethnic American society. 
Again, the anthropologist, Ronald A. Reminick suggests in a discussion of the 
process of assimilation that: 
Opportunities for social mobility presented 
themselves for those who took the initiative and who 
had the intelligence and the luck to mount and climb 
the American social ladder to success. To most it 
was not hard to see that the direction of the climb led 
away from tradition, familial networks, and old world 
values]�. 
Being a university graduate, having a profitable job as a professional book 
collaborator and having a white university lecturer "husband", Tan's 
Chinese-American protagonist has all the qualities that fulfill the criteria of success 
30 Reminick, Ronald A. Theory of Ethnicity. P. 25. 
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according to the American standard. These qualities seem to allow Ruth to climb 
up the social ladder and to gain recognition in the American society. As a matter of 
fact, they are the markers of her American identity which offer her a "passport" to 
the integration into the American world. 
Nonetheless, the Chinese-American heroine finds problems in her American identity; 
she realizes that her problematic assimilated American identity is unable to allow her 
to integrate into the American society completely. Indeed, Reminick also points out 
that “the second generation [just like Ruth] born in the U.S. is said to experience an 
identity crisis and feels very ill at ease at being just an American" {Theory of 
Ethnicity, p.27). Even though Ruth Young proclaims, "I'm an American", in one of 
her quarrels with her mother, her identity is not totally unique and unproblematic in 
that it cannot be simply defined by a single term "American". Unlike her fellow 
Chinese-American writers Kingston and Chin, Tan moves her protagonist out of the 
Chinese community and the Chinatown and demonstrates to the readers the actual 
problem her Chinese-American protagonist is facing when her assimilated 
Chineseness comes into contact with the actual American culture. In fact, through 
the symbolic portrayal of Ruth's relationship with her lover Art, Amy Tan tactfully 
presents the ambivalence of Ruth's identity. The Chinese-American protagonist is 
being entrapped by and torn between her Chineseness and Americanness. She 
herself represents her own Chinese self and Art her American self, the relationship of 
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the couple reflects the impossibility of merging between the two selves within 
Chinese-American Ruth: 
She couldn't fault Art. He had always been honest 
about the relationship. From the beginning, he said he 
didn't want to marry again. ‘I don't want us to operate 
by assumptions, ‘ he had told her, cradling her in bed 
soon after they started to live together. ‘ I want us to 
look at each other every morning and ask, "Who is 
this amazing person I'm so lucky to love?"' At the 
same time, she felt adored like a goddess. After the 
second year, he had spontaneously offered to give her 
a percentage ownership in the flat (89). 
With Art's refusal to get married, the relationship stops at the stage of cohabitation 
without having a real union in either legal and spiritual forms. They remain two 
individuals who stay temporarily together without sincere commitment. Likewise, 
Ruth's Chineseness and Americanness, without a real marriage, can never provide 
her a real, perplexing and concrete sense of identity. What her American self 
provides her is merely a "spontaneous [offer of] ...a percentage of ownership" (89): 
her national identity. However, this identity is only the nationality stated on the 
passport. It cannot give her a secure sense of identity on psychological and 
emotional basis. 
Amy Tan does not only use the relationship of this unmarried couple to illustrate the 
incompatibility between the Americanness and Chineseness of Ruth; but the author 
also wants to signify to her readers the imbalance between Chinese culture and 
American culture. Ruth's accommodation with Art symbolizes her negotiation 
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between her two cultural selves and her adjustment between the two cultures: 
Chinese and American, which she is exposed to. 
Something was terribly wrong between Art and her. 
She had sensed that more strongly during their trial 
separation~wasn't that what this was? She saw more 
clearly the habits of emotion, her trying to 
accommodate herself to him even when he didn't 
need her to. At one time she had thought that 
adjustment was what every couple, married or not, 
did willingly or out of grudging necessity. But had 
Art also accommodated to her? (265-266) 
She adjusts her habits so as to fit in Art's living style. In order to be integrated into 
Art's family and his world which is the representation of the American society, she 
denies her self, her Chinese cultural identity for the sake of integrating into and 
assimilating herself to the American society. She tries her best to gain recognition 
from the Anglo-American society. Unfortunately, what Ruth gains is merely a 
seeming American self, no matter how hard she tries to adapt. Similarly, her self 
falls apart into the Chinese section and the "non-Chinese section" (78). Ruth and 
her Chinese cultural self are remaining strange in the non-Chinese eyes. They are 
only "interlopers" that bring “a brief interlude in Art's life" and in the majority 
Anglo-American culture. As a member of the racial minority group, the 
Chinese-American protagonist is still marginalized regardless of her effort in 
achieving success in the American society. 
China: the Mad and the Incommunicable Mother 
In addition to the using of male-female relationship to symbolize Ruth's relationship 
80 
with her American self, Amy Tan, as what she does in her other novels, uses the 
mother-daughter relationship to represent her American bom Chinese protagonist's 
relationship with her Chinese self. In the novel, LuLing and Ruth 
is a mother and daughter pair who are involved in a complicated love-hate 
relationship. There is a big gap lying between the mother and the child. 
Language is the major element that intensifies the miscommunication and 
misunderstanding between LuLing and Ruth. Even though LuLing has 
"immigrat[ed] to the United States fifty years before, she ha[s] not improved either 
her pronunciation or her vocabulary" (41). With her self-taught poor English, the 
mother is never able to communicate properly with her daughter who speaks only 
Mandarin on American accent: 
LuLing got into fights mainly because of her poor 
English. She didn't understand others, or they didn't 
understand her. Ruth used to feel she was the one who 
suffered because of that. The irony was, her mother 
was actually proud she had taught herself English, the 
choppy talk she acquired in China and Hong Kong 
(41). 
Likewise, Ruth also finds her mother strange and incomprehensible. From her 
mother, Ruth can also see her own Chinese image, which is distant and hardly 
understandable to her. Similar to the way LuLing and Ruth constantly hurting each 
other, the Chinese self of Ruth is always a torment to her. Nevertheless, Amy Tan 
tactfully reveals to her readers the inseparability of Ruth with her Chineseness 
through the interdependence between the mother and the daughter. Although they 
have tried to hurt each other deeply, being a widow and the only child in the family, 
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LuLing and Ruth respectively rely on and care about each other. Indeed, Ruth has a 
strong attachment to her mother, as LuLing is the one who has given Ruth her 
identity by naming her and the one who brings her existence by giving birth to her. 
In this way, Ruth is also inseparable from the Chinese qualities that she inherits from 
her mother. The protagonist feels hurt by her Chinese identity but she is unable to 
break away from it totally. 
Indeed, LuLing and her mother Precious Auntie are not only characters but also the 
symbols of the Chinese identity and the : China. The creation of the figure Precious 
Auntie is powerful symbol which Amy Tan uses to present the image of China and 
the Chinese self in the eyes of the Chinese-Americans. Similar to the way No 
Name Aunt in The Woman Warrior the embodiment of Chinese patriarchal values, is 
disowned; LuLing's Precious Auntie is also a name people avoid mentioning. The 
Chinese self, like Precious Auntie who has bom a child without getting married or 
like LuLing who is a bastard child, is a secret, a shame and a taboo which everyone 
tries to hide: 
GaoLing tried to laugh, but she also looked evasive. 
“I always wanted to be honest. But your mommy was 
afraid of so many things -- oh, she said the authorities 
would send her back to China if they knew she wasn't 
my real sister. And maybe Edwin wouldn't marry her, 
because she was too old. Then later you might be 
‘ ashamed if you knew who your real grandmother was, 
unmarried, her face ruined, treated like a servant..." 
(285-286). 
It is too shameful to be revealed. The history of Precious Auntie, the remembrance 
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of their Chinese origin, is the bad memory that some other people, like GaoLing, will 
choose to forget: "a curse loomed over her [LuLing's and Ruth's] life and disaster 
awaited [them]" (299). The author uses Precious Auntie to signify that the Chinese 
image is a ghost which haunts LuLing，Ruth and its descendants. The Chinese 
identity seems to be something scary that Ruth tries to deny avoid and is scared of 
but she has no power to expel it. It is "like [the] ravine. Whatever we 
[Chinese-Americans] didn't want, whatever scared us, that's where we put the 
blame" (293). 
Unfortunately, the mother, who is the symbol of China, is not only incommunicable 
and neglected, but is also mad. Indeed, Amy Tan has successfully made use of the 
power image of the mental sickness of LuLing to illustrate the tragic result of the 
misplacement of Chineseness in the American context. LuLing's mental disorder is 
in the form of confusion. She tends to mix things up and fails to distinguish facts 
from her imagination. Nevertheless, even her daughter is not sure whether her 
confusing is due to her mental sickness or her language problem: 
Ruth sighed. "It's been a little worse in the last six 
months, maybe longer than that. But today she seems 
worse than usual. Except for the last thing she said, 
she hasn't been that weird or forgetful. It's more like 
mix-ups，and most of it is due to her not speaking 
English well, as you may have noticed. The story about 
‘ O.J. Simpson — you know, that you may be another 
language problem. She's never been good at expressing 
herself—" (59). 
LuLing is mentally confused as she fails to express herself in Chinese in the 
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American society. "She has no one to talk to in Chinese. Of course her mind is a 
little rusted. If you stop speaking, no oil for the squeaky wheel" (94-5). The 
Chineseness, like LuLing, loses its power to express in the American society due to 
long period of negligence. Both LuLing and the Chinese values she cherishes, lose 
their voice and fail to communicate and exercise their influence in the American 
society. They are confused and insane in the eyes of those Americans who fail to 
understand them. In fact, the author of the novel is suggesting her readers that the 
Chinese quality, which is untypical to the Anglo-American culture, is regarded as 
something strange. It becomes the minority and is marginalized. The Chineseness 
of the Chinese-Americans is considered as outcast and is being discriminated. 
Owing to the refusal to conform to the generally accepted American values, the 
Chinese values, like LuLing, are being isolated and problematized. They are 
considered mad only because of others' failure to understand them. 
Language: Provision of a Tool for Writing Self and Ethnicity and Narrating of 
Continuity 
By creating Ruth Young as a writer, Amy Tan seems to be projecting her own image 
onto her character. Nevertheless, in The Bonesetter ’s Daughter, the female is not 
actually a writer, she is only a book collaborator or as her mother refers, a 
"ghostwriter". Unlike her creator, Ruth, in the first part of the novel, is never a 
writing subject. Indeed, the author of this novel has cleverly played a game on the 
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common analogy between the act of writing and the concept of existence. Ruth is 
not a writer writing herself and her thoughts, she is writing for others. She is never 
the subject of her own writing. Instead of constructing her identity and proving 
her existence by means of writing, the job as a ghostwriter diminishes Ruth's right to 
be identified: 
...She stared at the shelves of books she had helped 
edit and write...In the coauthoring trade, "Ruth 
Young" was the small-typed name that followed 
"with," that is, if it appeared at all. After fifteen years, 
she had nearly thirty-five books to her credit.... And 
when the books were published, Ruth had to sit back 
quietly at parties while the clients took the credit for 
being brilliant. She often claimed she did not need to 
be acknowledged to feel satisfied, but that was not 
exactly true. She wanted some recognition (36-37). 
Like what most people call her，Ruth's occupation makes her a real "ghost" writer 
who works invisibly. Once the book is completed, she disappears and her name 
will never be mentioned on the cover page of her work. She dies once her book is 
bom. Her effort is never recognized. She can never gain her identity by 
associating herself with her works. By choosing the occupation of a book 
collaborator, Amy Tan does not only intend to present her heroine as a ghostwriter 
literally and metaphorically. Symbolically, Ruth is also a ghost, a phantom and a 
shadow. Her identity as a writer is never visible and recognizable. Rather than 
having her "books as symbolic forms of immorality" (37) and proofs of her existence, 
she barely exists. . 
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Indeed, Ruth's failure to be a real writing subject is not simply because of her failure 
to obtain recognition from her job; as a book collaborator, Ruth is subjected to the 
authority of her clients which threatens her subjectivity and autonomy. Not only is 
she failing to be the subject of her own works, she has to adopt other's subject in her 
work. It is the book collaborator's job to work according to and to be subjected to 
the demand of her clients. Ruth's job is more or less "like court 
stenographers... [who] have to be very fast and accurate" (37), she has to record her 
clients' words objectively and impersonally. Ruth is wearing her clients' identity 
when she is working for them. She even has to put aside her own thoughts, beliefs, 
values and self in order to work successfully: 
"Stop thinking in terms of constraints," he [Ruth's 
client, Ted] told her. “If you write this book with me, 
you have to believe in its principles. Anything is 
possible, as long as it's for the good of the world. 
Make the exception. Live exceptionally. And if you 
can't do that, maybe we should consider whether 
you're right for this project. Think about it, then let's 
talk tomorrow" (35-36). 
Her clients manipulate her by imposing their own values and their selves onto her. 
These authors "[see] their books as symbolic forms of immortality, believing that 
their words on the printed page would last far longer than their physical bodies (37). 
Therefore, it is Ruth's hands, body and her rhetoric that they borrow. In this way, 
Ruth has lost her autonomy; her body is subjected to her clients' mind and her hand 
is writing down her clients' "immortal" thoughts. Being a ghostwriter, she is only 
an agent making the command from the agency realized. She is simply a vehicle 
86 
who carries out the thoughts of her clients一the real authors of the books. 
In fact, in the novel, Amy Tan also symbolically uses her ghostwriter protagonist to 
signify the Chinese-American identity. Ruth is not only a book collaborator in the 
literal sense; she is also a ghostwriter in the cultural sense: she is the ghostwriter who 
transmits her Chinese self into an American version. From her childhood onwards, 
Ruth is her mother's "mouthpiece" and "book doctor" who translates Luling's 
Chinese thoughts into English language: 
But this was the worst part: Being the only child of a 
widow, Ruth had always been forced to serve as 
LuLing's mouthpiece. By the time she was ten, Ruth 
was the English-speaking "Mrs. LuLing Young" on 
the telephone, the one who made appointments for the 
doctor, who wrote letters to the bank. Once she even 
had to compose a humiliating letter to the minister 
(43). 
Ruth is forced to take up her mother's identity and make LuLing's voice audible in 
the American society. What is more interesting is the fact that Ruth is actually 
possessed. The ghostwriter of the novel is really a writer for the ghost. Ruth's 
body is being subjected to the power of Precious Auntie: a real ghost. Ruth is an 
Americanized body which enables the Chinese voice of her mother as well as her 
grandmother being heard. Truly, both LuLing and Precious Auntie are the symbols 
of the external projection of the Chinese self of Ruth. They are the representations 
of Chinese self which Ruth believes to be a curse, a haunting ghost, a secret and a 
burden. Not only does it imply LuLing's Chinese mind gaining its American voice; 
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the relationship between Ruth and her mother also implies how Ruth's Chineseness 
exercises its subjectivity while at the same time is hiding and disguising itself in an 
American appearance. It represents how the essential Chinese self gains its voice 
through adopting a functional American self. 
In fact，language is even a better signifier of Ruth's identity and subjectivity. The 
sand-writing which Ruth picked up in her childhood when she has lost her voice and 
diary-writing is symbol of the functions of language. Primarily，language facilitates 
communication and self-expression. Language is an instrument which its writer 
uses to express her thought. It gives a voice to the silent young Ruth. However, 
the ideas and ideology embedded within language sometimes make language gain its 
own autonomy: 
Most of the time she [Ruth] thought the sand-writing 
was just a boring chore, that it was her duty to guess 
what her mother wanted to hear, then move quickly to 
end the session. Yet Ruth had also gone through times 
when she believed that a ghost was guiding her arm, 
telling her what to say (100). 
Instead of subjecting language and using it as a means to achieve the goal just like 
little Ruth has done most of the time, the ideology behind language, like a ghost, also 
affects and manipulates the understanding and the action of its writer and reader. 
The word "doggie" Ruth has written on the sand asking her mother to buy her a dog 
means differently to LuLing. "Doggie" is the nickname which Precious Auntie 
used to call LuLing when she was young. This word reminds LuLing of the 
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memory of her nursemaid and the curse she inherits from her mother. Therefore, 
language never simply implies its denoted meaning in this case as a kind of animal 
but it also connotes an extra meaning special and personal to the listener. Through 
the hand of its writer, it gains its voice and communicates with its readers. Rather 
than being an instrument subjected to its writer, language stands independently from 
its writer and induces its subjectivity onto its subject. 
At the same time, language also signifies the cultural identity of the Chinese-
American protagonist. In her novel, Amy Tan has wonderfully presented to her 
readers in a parallel development how Ruth, as a writer, is subjecting and also 
subjected to language and at the same time, how her Chineseness is also subjecting 
and subjected to her Americanness. Other than being an instrument for 
communication, language is also a means to self-expression. Ruth's keeping a diary 
serves the symbol of how language becomes the revelation of one's true self. "She 
ha[s] cried while writing the words, full of anger, fear, and strange freedom of finally 
admitting so openly that she [wants] to hurt her mother as her mother hurt her，’ (124). 
Through writing her diary, Ruth has revealed her true feelings, emotions and her true 
self. The written words are especially better than the spoken language for its 
durability: 
, The diary would be proof of her existence, that she 
mattered, and more important, thkt someone somewhere 
would come one day understand her, even if it was not in 
her lifetime. There was a tremendous comfort in believing 
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her miseries weren't for naught. In her diary, she could be 
as truthful as she wanted to be (121-122). 
However, the written language is also believed to be more mediated and articulate. 
When Ruth uses "a combination of pig Latin, Spanish, and multisyllabic words" (122) 
in her diary in order to keep her secret from being known by her mother, she gets 
further away from the original intention of her keeping a diary. She has to translate 
her thoughts into different languages and she is less directly expressing herself. 
Language no longer serves the purpose of communication, self-expression and 
revealing the true self; it is a mask to hide, to conceal and to disguise the reality and 
the truthfulness. She loses her true self and the truthfulness of her diary in this play 
of words. By the same token, Ruth and LuLing lose their Chinese self when they 
try to express themselves in English. LuLing's real thoughts can never be 
expressed properly when she has to speak in English. It explains why LuLing is 
confused and is sick when "she has no one to talk in Chinese" (94). So is Ruth, her 
essential Chineseness is repressed and hidden by her American mask. She has lost 
her true self in the disguising process. 
Silence, the opposite of the symbol of "language", is also a powerful symbol used to 
illustrate the marginality and identity crisis of the Chinese Americans. Like many 
other Asian American writers such as Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan uses silence 
to signify the identity crisis of her Chinese American protagonist. Ruth's 
grandmother, Precious Aunties, is the embodiment of silence. She has lost her 
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voice in an attempted suicide. “Since she could not speak...she was left wordless, 
powerless." (166). Indeed, by depicting Ruth as a ghostwriter, Amy Tan's heroine 
is hardly visible. Interestingly, the writer makes her image of the ghostwriter 
literally by taking away the voice of her protagonist. In the novel, Ruth inherits the 
silence from her grandmother. She is physically silent periodically since moving 
into Art's flat. Without a voice, Ruth is incapable of communicating with other 
people. She is merely "the phone calls with only silence or heavy breathing at the 
other end" (11). Silence makes Ruth fail to be recognized. Her existence barely is 
realized. She is neglected. Similarly, by staying with Art, Ruth's Chinese identity 
loses its voice. It is unnoticed and repressed by the American values represented by 
Art. Her Chineseness is powerless and is swallowed up in the American society. 
In The Bonesetter 's Daughter, silence is not only limited to the physical sickness; in 
fact, Amy Tan has extended it to a symbolic cultural silence. Even though the 
Chinese American characters in the novel do not lose their physical voices, they are 
culturally silent in the American society. Their Chinese selves lose their voices in 
the American context. The sign language used by Precious Auntie signifies this 
kind of silence experienced by the Chinese Americans in the novel. Superficially, 
the sign language adopted by Precious Auntie seems to end her silence and 
re-provides her with a voice. However, this- language has its limitations. It is 
limited by the knowledge of the audience as well as the environment. The "no 
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name woman" can only speak when her hands are not occupied. At the same time, 
her "voice" can only be "heard" when there is light. Since LuLing is the only 
person who can understand her language, "When [I] refuse to talk for her, she [is] 
left wordless, powerless" (166). This involuntary silence is imposed on her. 
Whether she can be heard or not is totally subjected to the choice of her "listeners". 
Likewise, the characters, especially LuLing, are suffering from the loss of her voice 
though she still keeps her Chinese tongue. Without the audience who can 
understand her Mandarin, LuLing's language fails its communicative function. Her 
voice can never be heard. In this way, without a cultural understanding, the Chinese 
self loses its voice in the American context. It is silent, ignored and powerless. 
Although most of the Chinese-American writers' works tend to portray the 
frustration of their ethnic group experience in their migrated country, the picture is 
not totally dark and negative. In The Bonesetter 's Daughter, the characters are 
usually trapped between their Americanness and their ethnicity. At the same time, 
there is a easily noticeable problem that: 
Children of immigrant parents are not obliged to 
identify with their parent's or to speak its language. 
To get children to do this, there has to be a social 
organization which offers emotional and/or material 
rewards to those who maintain the cultural 
characteristics of the migrant instead of conforming 
‘ to the expectations of the ethnic majority in the new 
country. (Banton, Michael. Ethnic and Racial 
Consciousness. P. 39) 
Still, these problems also imply that these Chinese-Americans have more flexibility 
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to adjust themselves between the two cultures. Unlike the physical appearance, the 
cultural characteristics are more flexibly chosen. Those hyphenated Americans may 
identify themselves as members of one group, or of different groups according to 
context. In the case of Chinese-Americans, they can choose to pick up English: the 
language of the ethnic majority; and at the same time, they can also choose to lead a 
Chinese style of living. Thus, race and ethnicity in the United States are usually 
socially constructed. In fact, in the novel, all the three generations: Precious Auntie, 
LuLing and Ruth, are actively constructing their own identity and their daughters' 
ethnic identity respectively through the act of writing their own memoirs. They are 
constructing their ethnic identity in every aspect. 
By writing their own history down, the grandmother, mother and daughter in Amy 
Tan's novel have created a tie amongst them. Indeed, this familial tie offers the 
primary identity to a person in the modem world of rootlessness, deracination and 
alienation. Reminick believes that: 
The most fundamental of all human ties is the 
mother-child bond, the psychobiological basis of 
which generates the deepest of social relationships 
(Theory of Ethnicity, p. 3) 
In fact, language rejoins the gaps and discontinuity between the mother generation 
and the daughter generation. By writing down the story of the mother, the writer is 
actually able to facilitate the generational continuity and her familial lineage in a 
literary form. As a result, Ruth offers immortality to her family history. Truly, 
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generations are markers of ethnicity. It is a distinctive marker which does not only 
identify an individual from the other but also identifies one racial group from another. 
In fact, most scholars agree with the idea that "ethnicity" is an emotionally charged 
word and it provides a collective cultural identity to an ethnic group in a 
psychological and emotional basis. Therefore, the generational continuity suggests 
a historical continuity of the ethnic community in a psychobiological basis. The act 
of writing does not only allow the three generations in the novel to communicate 
with one another, but also binds them tightly together: 
And side by side, Ruth and her grandmother begin. 
Word flow. They have become the same person, six 
years old, sixteen, forty-six, eight-two. They write 
about what happened, why it happened，how they can 
make other things happen (308). 
In this way, Ruth inherits the cultural wisdom and knowledge from her grandmother 
and mother, and at the same time, she marries with the Chineseness which her 
mother represents. They become one unbreakable unit. By redefining her 
relationship with her mother and grandmother, Ruth is able to position herself in her 
Chinese origin and form a collective cultural identity. 
Language threatens the subjectivity of its user; however, a language, according to 
Nash, it is also important in constructing one's ethnicity. It is "some spoken and 
written forms of communication that are thought to contain modes of communication, 
meanings, essences, and stylistic elements unavailable in other languages" (5). 
Banton also suggests that the linguistic usage is one of the most distinctive cultural 
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characteristics which characterize hyphenate ethnic groups. A different language is 
not merely an external marker, which demonstrates the differences in the norms of 
communication amongst different ethnic groups; it is also an internal reminder of 
difference: 
"Writing Chinese characters," her mother [LuLing] 
told her [Ruth], ‘‘is entirely different from writing 
English words, you think differently. You feel 
differently." And it was true: LuLing was different 
when she was writing and painting. She was calm, 
organized, and decisive (48). 
Since language is a set of symbols and the cultural system, which constructs, 
conforms and guides the way of thinking, the moral and the values of its speaker, it is 
a powerful social and psychological marker that helps to mould the identity of an 
ethnic group. As a result, many ethnic minority writers tend to make use of the 
languages of their own ethnic groups in their writings. It has become the style of 
Amy Tan. She writes neither simply in English nor Chinese. Rather, she creates a 
kind of Chinese which can be written in letters. She uses this style to demonstrate 
and to construct the Chinese ethnicity amidst the Americanness by adding some 
Chinese linguistic elements in her English-written novels. It actually reflects how 
Tan determines to construct her own Chinese-American culture and ethnicity rather 
than simply defining herself by a single culture, either Chinese or American. Those 
Chinese translations in the texts are sometimes meaningless to those non-Chinese 
readers; yet, they serve the purpose of adding "Chinese color" and Chineseness 
within the English texts. They demonstrate how the author attempts to establish 
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and confirm her Chinese ethnic identity within their American national identity. 
Besides the provision of the ethnic image on a linguistic basis, language and the act 
of writing also helps construct and assert one's self on a psychological basis. As 
ethnicity is emotionally charged, ethnic identity can be built on the basis of "a feeling 
of continuity with the past, a feeling that is maintained as an essential part of one's 
self-definition"(De Vos 1975:17), (3) providing "reservoirs for renewing humane 
values. Ethnic memory is thus future, not past, oriented" (Fischer 1986: 176). 
Ethnic groups find it necessary to have a shared history and origin that "give a sense 
of shared struggle, shared fate，common purpose, and the implication that personal 
and group fate are one and the same thing, with personal fate being itself dependent 
on group survival" (5). The ethnic groups usually look back to the past to search 
for some usable past and meaning for constructing their historically continuous 
identity with psychic rewards linking to the future. 
In fact, many ethnic minority writers have chosen to construct their ethnicity through 
rewriting their personal and group history in the form of autobiography. It is a good 
way of representing the self in language as Paul de Man explains: 
Voice assumes mouth, eye，and finally face, a chain 
that is manifest in the etymology of the trope's name, 
‘ prosopon poein, to confer a make or a face (prosopon). 
Prosopopeia is the trope of autobiography, by which 
one's name ...is made as intelligible and memorable 
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as a face" (76).^' 
Therefore, by writing and retelling the memoir of Precious Auntie, the "no name 
woman", both Ruth and LuLing are trying to gain a Chinese voice. This Chinese 
voice would gradually build up a Chinese face and image, and eventually help in the 
construction the Chinese ethnicity through creating a tradition out of the past of a 
culture which can link up the past of a culture with the future: 
To Ruth this was evidence that the pathways to her mother's 
past were still open, though rutted in a few spots and marked 
by rambling detours. At times she also blended the past with 
memories from other periods of her own past. But that part of 
her history was nonetheless a reservoir which she could draw 
from and share. It didn't matter that she blurred some of the 
finer points. The past, even revised, was meaningful (300). 
Through the memoir, the history of her grandmother, Ruth "can see from the past 
clear into the present" (307) and even into the future. In fact, by writing down the 
memoir, LuLing is trying to show Ruth her origin. She tries to create a Chinese 
ethnicity for Ruth by passing to her daughter a sense of a shared history and shared 
fate. At the same time, Ruth's action of reading and editing her mother's memoir is 
a psychological journey of revisiting cultural, searching a historically continuous 
identity from the past of her ethnic group. 
What is more, the narrating of the ghost stories of Precious Auntie helps to shape and 
consolidate the ethnic identity of the Chinese-American protagonist. Indeed, ghost 
31 de Man, Paul. "Autobiography as De-Facement" in The Rhetoric of Romanticism. 
New York: Columbia University Press. 1984. 67-81. 
97 
stories and myths belong to the category of folk religion which plays an important 
role in offering a more perplexing ethnic identity to a group. Like Nash who 
believes that religion is one of the building blocks of ethnicity, De Vos also explains 
the importance of ethnic religion in the definition of an ethnic group: 
[An ethnic group is] a self-perceived group of people 
who hold in common a set of traditions not shared by 
the others with whom they are in contact. Such 
traditions typically include "folk" religious beliefs 
and practices, language, a sense of historical 
continuity, and a common ancestry or place of origin. 
The group's actual history often trails off into legend 
or mythology includes some concept of an unbroken 
• 32 
biological-genetic generational continuity . 
Like a language, religion is one of the main cultural characteristics which marks 
one's ethnic identity; it is where the essence, the value and the morality of a culture 
lies. It is also a kind of proof of the continuity of generational lineage and the 
ethnic cultural heritage. It sometimes also represents the spirituality and the 
philosophy of the ethnic group. Indeed, authors like Kingston and Chin, use the 
traditional Chinese religion, such as Taoism, oracle and ghost stories and ancient 
myths, as a distinctive marker of Chinese ethnicity of Chinese-Americans in the 
Christianized American society in their literary works. It enables the Chinese 
culture to be easily distinguishable in the western Christian culture. The haunting 
ghost of Precious Auntie, the curse and the oracle bone are symbols of the traditional 
Chinese religious markers for the construction of Chinese ethnicity in The 
Bonesetter ’s Daughter. The author of the novel uses the oracle bone, the oldest and 
32 De Vos, George and Romanucci-Ross, Lola (ed.). Ethnic Identity. P. 9. 
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the most traditional form of religion in her writing to formulate a "Chinese face" to 
her western readers and the dominating ethnic majority in her American society. 
The religion, the ghost are not curses that haunt their descendant, Ruth, but rather 
they are something that: 
shaped her life, [that] are in her bones. They caused 
her to question whether the order and disorder of her 
life were due to fate or luck, self-determination or the 
actions of others. They taught her to worry. But she 
has also leaned that these warnings were passed down, 
not simply to scare her, but to force her to avoid their 
footsteps, to hope for something better. They wanted 
her to get rid of the curses" (308). 
She makes use of this traditional religion in order to establish a more distinctive 
marker for the ethnic identity of her group. She tries to build a spiritualized identity 
for her people. 
Indeed, like Maxine Hong Kingston and Frank Chin, Amy Tan is also working on a 
project of construction of the Chinese-American ethnic identity and parent-child 
relationship in her novel. In her novel, Tan is tactful enough to merge the two 
issues into one. The generation gap between the mother and the daughter inside the 
story is not an ordinary family problem. It is also a marker of the Chinese ethnicity. 
The miscommunication and misunderstanding of LuLing and Ruth are the symbols 
of the conflicts between Chinese and American cultures. However, unlike Kingston 
and Chin, what Tan regards the major enemy which threatens the identity of her 
protagonist, herself and her ethnic community, is not the danger of assimilation. At 
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the same time, she does not confine her protagonist in Chinatown which would allow 
her to have fantasy and illusionary idea of the American world outside. In The 
Bonesetter 's Daughter, the Chinese-American heroine is exposed to the actual 
American world where her innate Chineseness and adopted Americanness come into 
contact with the American culture. Hence, Ruth never tries to look for a unique 
American identity or has a wish to get rid of her Chinese identity. From the very 
beginning, the author of the novel has already accepted and admitted the possibility 
of the co-existence of the two cultural identities within her protagonist. What really 
matters is the incompatibility of these two selves and the conflict and the 
confrontation of the Chineseness and the Americanness within the 
Chinese-Americans. As a result, neither of these two cultures can offer a real and 
perplexing identity to their subjects. Rather, their competition leads to the sense of 
identity crisis of the Chinese-Americans. Truly, Tan uses language, one of the most 
important building blocks of ethnicity, as the remedy to the sense of identity crisis. 
Through the act of writing, both Tan and her character can reassert their ethnicity by 
demonstrating the values embedded in their home language. At the same time, the 
act of writing offers them opportunity of self-revelation and self-knowledge. They 
are given the chance to express themselves through writing. What is more, Tan 
actually exercises her subjectivity through language. Not only can she express 
herself freely, the writer is able to assert her subjectivity and autonomy in her 
creative writing process. She is able to create and construct for herself and her 
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ethnic community an ethnic identity through language. 
101 
Conclusion: Articulating One's Ethnicity: Moving to a Larger Self 
When China conquered the south, these people [the 
Chinese immigrants] went further south, into Vietnam, 
Laos，Cambodia, Thailand. They learned French. Now 
they're learning English. They still speak their 
Cantonese, their Chinese, their Viet or Lao or 
Cambodian, and French. Instead of giving anything up, 
they add on. They're including American in everything 
else they know. And that makes them stronger than any 
of the American-born, like me，who had folks who 
worked hard to know absolutely nothing about China, 
who believed that if all they knew was 100 percent 
American-made in the USA Yankee know howdy 
doodle dandy, people would not mistake them for 
Chinese. 
Frank Chin, Donald Duk / 
j 
Indeed, through the character King Duk in his work Donald Duk, Frank Chin is 
creating his archetypal image of a Chinese-American to his readers. Rather than 
focusing on the relationship between the subject and the other in the definition of his 
Chinese-American ethnic identity like most of the western scholars do, Chin suggests 
a new perspective in looking at the commonly believed hyphenated ^ 
Chinese-American identity. As a matter of fact, many Chinese-American writers, 
including Chin, Kingston and Tan, are diligently getting rid of the marginality and 
the problematic and subjected identity imposed on them. Through their act of writing, 
these racial minority writers of America are in fact searching for and creating a more 
consolidate, indisputable, representing and substantial identity for themselves and 
their whole ethnic community. To these Chinese-American writers, ethnicity does 
not simply mean the blind conformity and yielding to the cultures or the passive 
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acceptance of any cultural labels imposed onto them. Rather, it is an act and 
proactive act of the choosing and integrating. Kwok Kan Tarn, in his book The 
Politics of Subject Construction in Modern Chinese Literature^\ provides an analysis 
on the distinction between the concept of Western self and that of the Chinese self. 
Instead of defining self as a binary opposition structure which stresses individuality 
and rejects others; the Chinese concept of self is derived from Confucian idea. Self, 
in the Chinese tradition, is ”a body-mind process of socialization"^"^. The Chinese self 
is constructed by one's experience, one's relationship and roles with and within his 
family, community and the whole society. Hence, the Chinese-American writers also 
adopt the strength of the Chinese philosophy in the process of constructing their 
Chinese-American ethnicity. They emphasize the integrating and adapting natures in 
the Chinese-American ethnic identity and try to construct a larger collective 
communal Chinese-American self instead of conforming to the traditional western 
individual self. 
To a certain extend, all the three Chinese-American writers reveal some similar ideas 
on the identity crisis experienced by the Chinese-Americans. Not only does the 
hyphenated label "Chinese-American" give the racial minority group a sense of being 
marginalized; as a matter of fact, the division between the body and the mind of the 
Tarn, Kwok Kan. The Politics of Subject Construction in Modern Chinese Literature. Pp. 31-42. 
34 P.34 
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people of the racial minority group in American also leads to their conflicting 
identity. In the western concept of self, one's self is divided between body and mind. 
Indeed, Kingston, Chin and Tan reflect that the problem resulted from such belief in 
the division between the binary of body and mind is being intensified in the 
American-born-Chinese. The importance of the cultural-psychological relation in the 
construction of one's identity gives rise to a larger gap between the body and the self. 
Even though the Chinese-Americans are Chinese in their appearance, their mind 
being cultivated by the American values and traditions betrayed them. 
In fact, Kingston, in The Woman Warrior, points out that she and her siblings have 
been called "Ho Chi Kuei", ”Sook Sing" and "Bamboo Nodes" (182). Kingston in 
her memoirs suggests the idea that like most of the Chinese-Americans, her Chinese 
self is merely a body self which is superficial and offers her an identity limited in the 
simple physical level. Yet, culturally and psychically speaking, young Kingston can 
never relate herself with her Chinese identity. She knows nothing about the Chinese 
culture nor does she know speaking and reading the Chinese language. Similarly, 
Chin's protagonist in Donald Duk actually reflects a more extreme picture of the 
conflicting identity experienced by the Chinese-Americans. Little Donald Duk does 
not only feels the superficiality of his Chinese body self; he also detests it and hates 
it. In the same token, Amy Tan reveals in her novel The Bonesetter's Daughter that 
such problem of identity crisis and identity ambiguity is not only experienced by an 
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inexperienced child, it is also a nightmare and insolvable riddle for an adult who has 
achieved some success in the American society like Ruth young. The incompatibility 
between the external physical marker of their body self and the cultural experience of 
the mind of their psychical self creates the Chinese-Americans a problematic ethnic 
identity. 
Even though the Chinese quality possessed by the Chinese-Americans seems to be a 
mere superficial physical marker; interestingly, none of the three Chinese-American 
writers believe the American self to be the real and inarguable identity for the 
Chinese migrants in the United States. In fact, Kingston, Chin and Tan present the 
American culture as a marginalizing and an assimilating force in their works. 
Kingston presents in her memoirs the process of the assimilation of the American 
culture on the ethnic minority. Rather than providing young Kingston a more 
concrete identity, the American cultural self boycotts, rejects and even represses the 
innate, inseparable Chinese body self of the Chinese-American narrator. What is 
more, Chin in Donald Duk suggests the possibility of the institutionalization of the 
American ideology and culture threatens the subjectivity of the Chinese-American 
people. Through the experience of Donald Duk, the Chinese-American novelist 
demonstrates how the American assimilation process is enforced successfully onto 
the racial minority group through institutions like school and mass media. The 
American culture does not only repress the Chinese identity; it also represses the 
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subjectivity of its Chinese-American subjects. Indeed, Amy Tan, by creating Ruth 
Young and LuLing, illustrates the result of this Americanization of the 
Chinese-Americans. The frustration of Ruth and the mental disorder of LuLing 
metaphorically represent the danger of the American assimilating force. The 
Chinese-Americans are being subjected to the Anglo-American culture in the 
American society. As a result, they gradually lose their essential Chinese identity, 
and at the same time，they lose their subjectivity and autonomy. In fact, Tan suggests 
that there is a possibility of one's total loss of his identity under the subjection of the 
cultural ideology and become mad like LuLing does. 
The impossibility of conforming to solely one culture in the construction of one's 
ethnicity suggests that the Chinese-Americans should construct a totally new ethnic 
culture and identity genuinely for themselves. As a matter of fact, there is no way 
resolving all the conflicts between the two different cultures. Obviously, none of the 
three novels suggest a resolution or the disappearance of the conflicts and the 
incompatibilities between the Chinese-American protagonists' Americanness and 
Chinese ethnicity. Nevertheless, the constant insolvable confrontation and struggle 
between Chinese culture and American culture become the special characteristic of 
the Chinese-Americans. Instead of being a rigid, inflexible fixation of being, the 
Chinese-American identity is a process. The identity that the ethnic minority group is 
looking for is not static one. It is the articulation of the strengths, and sometimes the 
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weaknesses also, of the two different cultures. The combination of two different 
cultural characteristics becomes the strength of the Chinese-American ethnicity. 
Although the confrontation of the two cultures has marginalized the ethnic minority 
group, it is exactly the same element that makes the identity of Chinese-Americans 
unique. The negotiation between the two different cultural forces never ends. It 
allows the ethnicity of the Chinese-Americans to be more dynamic. 
The Chinese-American writers are actively pursuing their ethnic identity through the 
act of writing. Truly, the act of writing is always regarded as a way of exercising 
one's creativity. All the three writers can exercise their creativity in their writing and 
creating of their own literary works. At the same time, they can also exercise their 
subjectivity over their own works and also over their readers. As a matter of fact, the 
act of writing is not simply a way to strike for one's subjectivity; it is a means for the 
creation of one's identity. Kingston's The Woman Warrior provides the best example 
in illustrating how the autobiographer uses writing as a tool for self-construction. 
Kingston has complete freedom and autonomy in shaping, formulating and creating 
the image of her self to be presented to her readers. Indeed, Amy Tan does not only 
adopt writing as a tool for her construction of her own personal individual identity, 
she uses it to create different identities for her various characters through which she 
is actually creating an ethnically unique image for her fellow Chinese-Americans. 
However, writing does not limit to the function of the construction of an individual 
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identity; it is also capable of constructing collective communal self. Obviously, what 
Chin wants to present in his works, like Donald Duk, is never the identity 
construction of any one of his fictitious heroes. Instead, Chin is trying to create a 
collective identity for his fellow members of the Chinese-American ethnic 
community. What Chin is focusing on is the position of the Chinese-American 
community and the representing Chinatown in the American society and the country 
respectively. 
The mission of the construction of Chinese-American ethnicity never completes. The 
notion of ethnicity has always been a controversial issue in the recent decades. 
Scholars have held different opinions in the definition of one's ethnicity. They have 
been arguing between whether one's ethnicity should be socially constructed or it 
should be a cultural heritage. As a matter of fact, the works of the three 
Chinese-American writers, Maxine Hong Kinston, Frank Chin and Amy Tan, 
demonstrate to the readers the elements which compose their Chinese-American 
ethnicity. They never consider their ethnicity as a passive receiving of cultural and 
racial characteristics imposed on them. Nor do they accept their identity solely a kind 
of social role. In fact, the Chinese-American writers try to construct their ethnicity by 
putting together their traditional Chinese culture and the American social values. 
They try to look for their identity by negotiating between their ethnic culture and the 
American social context. Although the conflict between the two different cultures is 
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never reconcilable, the uniqueness of the ethnicity of the Chinese-Americans is 
created amidst the struggling and adjusting between the gaps and confrontations of 
the two cultures. Writing, is therefore the best way used to construct one's ethnicity. 
It is the effective means for a person to secure his/her ethnicity psychologically. It 
also enables one to construct an image and an identity for the whole ethnic 
community. In fact, the works of Kingston, Chin and Tan offer a new definition to 
the notion of identity. We can see that the ethnicity of the Chinese-Americans is 
dynamic. It is a constant struggling between Americanness and the Chinese ethnic 
quality. This adjustment allows the Chinese-Americans to choose between the two 
cultures their best elements and as a result articulate a better and more substantial 
identity for themselves. Hence, this ethnicity quest will never end, as 
Chinese-American ethnicity is a becoming rather than a being. 
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